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Grandmother's 
Whispering 
Gary Poplawski 
Slowly, step-by-step, Dominick carried his grandmother up the narrow stairs to their small apartment. The stairwell was dark; only one 
ancient yellow bulb burned at each landing. Although he was nearly sixteen 
now, it was tiring for him, and he had to stop and rest at each landing, leaning 
heavily on the banister. Slung on his back, his grandmother whispered soft 
Italian prayers into his ear. He felt the brush of her teeth, and her fingers light-
ly stroked his sweaty hair. 
"Dominick, you' re a good boy. A good boy." The wrinkled lips brushed 
the cup of his ear as she whispered, her cheek against the back of his skull. 
Dominick had lived with his grandmother ever since his father died. 
Dominick was only nine then. When Grandmother had to go downstairs to 
work in the tailor shop, it was his job to help her down the steps every day, 
and then back up after school. But as the years went by, and Grandmother's 
legs grew worse, it was not enough to just let her lean on him. Eventually, he 
had to bodily carry her all the way down to the street. By that time, he was 
thirteen and could just barely manage it, as she was dried and wispy as a bun-
dle of cobwebs, with a silver mist of hair, white sticks of arms and legs laced 
with blue veins, and huge, liquid Sicilian eyes that never aged. 
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Dominick would bump the street door open with his hip and carry her next 
door to Louie's Tailor Shop. She had worked there for thirty years, sitting all 
day on a high stool behind a big wooden table heaped with shirts and pants 
ready for mending. Bald little Louis Salemo, the owner, would help ease her 
off Dominick's back and onto her stool. Louis's bushy gray mustache would 
curl up as he smiled, pressing his hands against the pinstriped vest he wore in 
all seasons. 
"Nonna, you're looking beautiful today," Louis would flirt with Dom-
inick's grandmother, bending over at her worktable, softly touching her shoul-
der and winking at Dominick. 
In recent years, it had gotten to where Dominick had to carry his grand-
mother around the apartment too. She spent most of her time in a big stuffed 
armchair by the window looking out onto the fire escape. But when she wanted 
to go into the kitchen to eat, the bedroom to sleep, even the bathroom, Dom-
inick had to gently heave her onto his back and carry her where she needed to 
go. Sometimes when he was in another room, she'd call him to carry her just 
to listen at the front door, or to tighten a dripping faucet. 
By the time he was fifteen, Dominick kept his grandmother on his back all 
the time he was at home, for convenience. He left her off only for sleep and 
her bathroom duties. He got used to the weight. It became an extension of him, 
feeling the yielding body pressing his shoulder blades. His grandmother whis-
pered a continual stream of almost inaudible endearments mixed with ram-
bling stories about the old days when Grandfather was alive, and about Victor, 
Dominick's father. 
"Victor, he would fight your grandfather. Oh, the trouble, the trouble. 'You 
come home, you drink wine, you no good. Is why she left you, you bum,' your 
grandfather would say. And Victor, oh Victor, my boy is such a temper. He 
throw things, he hit the walls. Mother Mary. But then is good times too. Yes, 
we went to park, all of us. We would eat ice cream and visit Father Intaglio. 
You were baby then, but she already gone. Your father drink, but your moth-
er was bad woman. Very beautiful. Too beautiful." 
In the summer heat, Dominick would sit on the fire escape with his legs 
dangling and his grandmother draped over his back. He'd listen to the street 
sounds from down below, sharp, loud, and harsh against the soft background 
of his grandmother's whispering. She was becoming too weak to do her work 
at the tailor shop. Louis kept her on as a favor, but she wasn't really much use 
to him by then. Dominick knew he had to get a job. 
And so, one month before his sixteenth birthday, Dominick decided to 
stop going to school. He talked to a cousin at the furniture warehouse and got 
a job loading trucks. He thought this would be easy work because he had 
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grown large and very strong. Stronger than most full-grown men. The first day 
of work his grandmother cried when he left her alone. This was not like 
school, she knew. Her boy was a man now and would not need to come home 
for supper, for laundry. These things he could buy now. Dominick felt con-
fused and guilty when he closed the apartment door. He was conscious of the 
lightness and coolness of his empty back. He thought of her lying on her big 
bed, staring up at the peeling paint on the ceiling, unable to move. But what 
was he to do? The money had to come from somewhere. 
The next day when he got ready for work Dominick decided. He loaded 
up his lunchpail, laced his work boots, and heaved his grandmother up off her 
bed and onto his back. With some straps he took from work he rigged up a 
harness that looped over his shoulders and under her armpits. He was strong 
enough that he could do his work and carry his grandmother too. 
At first, the men at the warehouse looked strangely at him, but eventually 
they got used to it. As long as Dominick did his work, and he did, Bud Lawson, 
the foreman, didn't mind. Bud was a good Catholic and a family man, and actu-
ally grew fond of Dominick's grandmother. At lunch break, Dominick would 
chew his sandwich sitting hunched over on the bench so his grandmother 
could peer over his shoulder, like a second head, at the men eating at the table. 
She would tell tales of the old country, and the men would chat respectfully 
with her. 
"You're all good boys. Good boys," she would say in her small, breathy 
voice, stroking the back of Dominick's head, "like my Dominick." 
Four years passed this way at the furniture warehouse. The money was 
good, Dominick was happy, and his grandmother, although growing steadily 
feebler, enjoyed the company of the workmen. She became a fixture around the 
place, and they all called out to her when Dominick arrived in the morning. 
Only one thing happened in those four years that disturbed the dutiful rou-
tine of Dominick's life, and that was Valerie Salvitti. She was a slender, pale 
girl who was hired to work in the front office of the warehouse. She had a 
thick mass of midnight black hair that she wore pulled back in a huge, loose bun. 
Her eyes were immense and perpetually looked somewhere between frightened 
and surprised. But for all her appearance, Valerie was a girl of boundless cheer-
fulness and energy. She would laugh and banter with oxlike dockworkers three 
times her size and walk fearlessly back into the warehouse every Friday with 
a big box of donuts for the men, her short, quick steps tick-ticking on the con-
crete floor. 
The first time she did this, Valerie noticed Dominick immediately. At twenty 
years old, he was over six feet tall and weighed nearly two hundred thirty 
pounds. At first she thought he wore some sort of knapsack, but as she got 
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closer Valerie realized it was a tiny old woman strapped to his hulking back. 
As Dominick worked, the old woman's head rolled from side to side, and 
Valerie could see her lips move as though she were saying something very 
softly. 
When Dominick felt Valerie watching him, he stopped what he was doing 
and looked back at her. Without thinking, he smiled, wiping his hair from his 
forehead. Valerie smiled back, filled with delight at the bright eyes that twin-
kled at her from over the young man's shoulder. There was no mistaking the 
moment. By the next week, Dominick had asked Valerie for a date. She accepted. 
For six months, Dominick and Valerie saw each other regularly. They went 
to movies, picnicked in Fedderson Park, attended the weekly socials at St. 
Anthony's. Dominick, of course, carried his grandmother along on all these 
excursions. She and Valerie got to know each other well. Sometimes they 
would carry on their own woman conversations, and Dominick would quiet-
ly, happily, look off and smoke a cigarette. 
Afterwards, alone in their apartment, his grandmother would whisper to 
Dominick, "She's a good girl, Dominick. Good Catholic family. You should 
think get married. I won't be around to take care of you forever." 
One time in August, Dominick sat with Valerie on the steps in front of the 
apartment. They sat close, knees touching. Dominick's grandmother was doz-
ing on his back, drowsy with the late summer heat. A fat vendor in a big white 
apron was pushing a hot-dog cart down the street, ringing a tinny bell. Dom-
inick brought two hot dogs back to Valerie on the steps. They ate in silence, 
and when they were done, Dominick kissed Valerie. She leaned her head 
against his shoulder then, and he lay his own down against her black hair. As 
they sat thus, Dominick's grandmother put one arm around Dominick and the 
other around Valerie and cried to herself. Cried like the first time he left to 
start work. 
Mama Salvitti laid her large hand on her daughter's shoulder. She leaned 
close, her eyes wide and earnest. 
"Valerie, I don't think you should be seeing that boy. Something is 
wrong." 
Valerie looked down at her hands on her lap. "But, Mama, Dom is a good 
boy. He takes care of his grandmother. He's all she's got." 
Mama Salvitti clucked her lips, shaking her head. Mother and daughter sat 
hip to hip on the old sofa in the parlor. The room was almost dark. The only 
lights were a single lamp with a stained-glass shade, and three votive candles 
set in front of the cherry-wood cabinet that held the statue of the Blessed 
Virgin. The blinds were drawn against the afternoon heat. Honks and shouts 
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from the street filtered into the still room and mingled with the scratchy voice 
of Caruso on Mama Salvitti's Zenith record player. From the kitchen drifted 
the sharp tang of pasta sauce simmering for Papa Salvitti's return from the 
machine shop. 
"I know, I know he's a good boy, my little chicken," soothed Mama Sal-
vitti, "but still, it's not right that he courts you with his grandmother on his 
back like he does. People talk. He goes everywhere carrying her. Duty is duty, 
but this-this is not normal." 
Valerie fingered the silver cross on its chain around her neck. "Mama, I 
don't care. I love Dom." 
Mama Salvitti stood up from the sofa. "Oh! What love is this? Love, love, 
love, what do you know from love?" She walked fast across the room, then 
back again, her thick arms crossed. "When your father gets home he will tell 
you. We did not raise you for this." Eyes wet with anger and pity, she looked 
down at her daughter. Valerie's head was bowed, tendrils of black hair escap-
ing from the knot at the back of her head. From the kitchen, the spaghetti sauce 
plopped softly, waiting on the stove. 
When Valerie broke with Dominick he thought he would die. Nothing had 
ever hurt so bad before. His simple life of work and caring for his grandmother 
had left him inexperienced and unprepared for such things. For a long time 
Dominick was very quiet. His grandmother could sense his hurting by the very 
tension and pinch of his body, communicated to her through almost constant 
contact. Although she sang to him all the songs she knew, blessed him and 
prayed to him, and kissed his long hair, the tight feeling in Dominick's shoul-
ders would not go away. When he spoke, it was short and without joy. Even 
the men at the warehouse could see it. They caught Nonna's eye at the lunch 
table and wagged their heads sadly. 
Although Dominick never spoke any hint of blame to his grandmother, she 
grieved knowing that she was responsible for what had happened. A woman 
always knows these things. The guilt began to eat away at Nonna. Her white 
hands made tiny fists in the loose folds of his shirt. Almost from the very day 
of the breakup, age grew upon her like fire; she withered visibly from week to 
week. 
Dominick was a man in a fog. He did not see what was happening to his 
grandmother. Indeed, she now spent so much time strapped to his back, he 
hardly ever saw her. In the evening at home he cooked dinner for them both, 
shuffling around the kitchen while Nonna whispered cooking directions over 
his shoulder. When he sat down at the table, he wouldn't even bother to 
unstrap her to set her in her own chair. As he ate, he would mechanically reach 
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every third forkful or so over his shoulder to his grandmother's mouth. So 
preoccupied was he with his own thoughts, that he now scarcely noticed that 
the fork as often as not came back still full. 
And so it happened one Monday that Dominick walked into work as usual, 
his big shoes clomping in the vaulted warehouse. Bud Lawson turned at the 
sound to say hello, but he did not say hello. Some other men looked at 
Dominick and stopped their work as he walked past. Whispers and elbow 
nudges shot around the warehouse until the place was still, with all the men 
staring at Dominick. 
His grandmother lay sprawled on his back, her arms and legs swinging 
like hinged sticks with each step Dominick took. Her dark Sicilian eyes were 
staring open, glazed, and dry as chips of frosted glass. Her mouth gaped, almost 
seeming to speak as her limp jaw rubbed loose against the moving muscles of 
Dominick's shoulder. Already, the sharp smell of decay was following them 
both. 
Dominick punched in at the time clock. He turned to see everyone staring 
at him and a puzzled look came over his face. 
"What's wrong?" he said. 
Bud stepped up to Dominick out of the crowd that ringed the time clock. 
Bud was a short, dark man as wide as a telephone booth. His forearms were 
as thick as most men's legs and covered with wiry black hair. A good foreman, 
Bud usually knew exactly what to say and said it quickly, but now his tongue 
was locked. His meaty face was pale, and he had to blink his eyes a few times. 
Bud laid his stubby paw of a hand on Dominick's arm. His glance kept 
straying over Dominick's shoulder. 
"Dom," he started, "Dom, my God ... Do you ... How is your grand-
mother?" 
Dominick grinned hesitantly, still looking in confusion at the others stand-
ing around and staring at him. 
"She is fine, thank you," he replied. "Isn't that right, Nonna?" 
There was no sound from the sagging cadaver lashed to his back, but 
Dominick turned his head as if listening carefully. Then, looking back at Bud, 
he added, "See? She's in a good mood today. Her legs they are not hurting so 
bad today." 
Smiling a frozen smile, Bud gently steered Dominick into his office, wav-
ing off the gaping dockworkers. The door closed behind them. Muttering and 
shaking their heads, the workers returned to the trucks. A few minutes passed 
quietly, then all heads turned as an animal bellow erupted from Bud's office, 
rattling the glass in the window: "NO!" 
The door crashed open, nearly broke from its frame, and Dominick burst 
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out. He ran across the warehouse with long, heavy strides, eyes squeezing 
back tears and his big loose mouth twisted open, emitting one long howl of 
rage and fear. The frail rag doll of his grandmother's body danced and jerked 
in its straps as he loped blindly out the front door, no one daring to stop him. 
Bud waited on the dark landing until the police arrived with the ambu-
lance. He could hear them stamping up the stairs, talking loud and clipped like 
police do, and he could hear the scratchy crackle of their walkie-talkies get-
ting nearer and nearer. In a minute, they gathered in a cramped group before 
the door. Two young paramedics with blond crewcuts snapped down the legs 
of a rolling cot. One of the police was tall and overweight, with a few wisps 
of hair combed flat across his bald skull. He hooked his thumbs in his gun belt, 
exposing large sweaty patches under his armpits, and asked, "Is this the place? 
Are you the Bud Lawson who made the call?" 
"Yeah, I'm Bud. I'm his boss. This is where he lives." 
The policeman knocked on the door, hard. There was no answer. They all 
waited, then he knocked again. Still no answer, but faint thuds of something 
heavy came from inside. The big policeman braced his shoulder to break in 
the door, but Bud held up one hand for him to wait, and turned the knob. The 
door opened easily. 
They all crowded inside, filling the small parlor. A slight noise came from 
the kitchen-silverware clinking on china. The policeman walked cautiously 
to the kitchen door with Bud following close behind, rising on tiptoes to look 
over his shoulder. 
There at the kitchen table hunched Dominick, his dead grandmother still 
strapped tightly to his back. The makeshift harness had sunk deep into her 
claylike body, almost disappearing in furrows that had nearly closed over the 
supporting straps. It seemed as though she clung to him, splayed like a great 
barnacle or starfish, affixed solely by some miraculous adhesion. Dominick 
was eating a plate of cold spaghetti, forking mouthfuls back to her where it 
was accumulating in an orange lump, sliding down his shoulder blade. When 
he saw the police he looked up. His eyes were dazed and red from crying. 
The paramedics pushed into the kitchen. One of them had a syringe and 
was watching the policeman for a sign. Dominick stiffened, clenching the fork 
in his fist. His grandmother flailed her limbs like a marionette as he jumped 
up, scraping back his chair on the ancient linoleum. 
The policeman held out one hand, putting the other on his holstered 
sidearm. 
"Easy there, Dominick," the cop growled. "We're here to take your grand-
mother." 
"It's me, Dom," Bud added, trying hard to smile. "It's OK. Let's take her 
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off you now. Then you can come back to work. We can't load all those trucks 
without you." 
Dominick just stared around in amazement. 
"You can't take her. She doesn't want to go. Can't you hear? She's whis-
pering, but if you're quiet you can hear." 
He backed against the stove, holding the fork upright in his fist like it was 
a little flagpole or a crucifix held to ward off demons. Nonna hung limp in her 
straps, her head dangling like a melon on a rope. The paramedic with the 
syringe slowly, slowly stepped forward. 
Dominick was released from the psychiatric ward after three years. It took 
him a year to realize his grandmother was dead, another to realize she was no 
longer strapped to his back, and a third to fully accept the unreasonableness of 
his thinking during the first two years. Although Bud Lawson no longer 
worked at the furniture warehouse, he knew people who did, so Dominick was 
able to get his old job back. With a small stipend from the hospital, and the 
proceeds from the sale of his grandmother's things, Dominick settled down in 
a tiny apartment near the warehouse. 
Eventually, Dominick found a good Catholic girl, Annuncia, and married 
her after a year's courtship. Although strong in spirit, she was rather frail. 
Annuncia had worked in her father's butcher shop since she was a child. The 
cold air from the meat lockers had gnawed at her for so long, summer and win-
ter, that she developed severe arthritis in both her legs. 
Soon after they were married, Annuncia quit her job at the butcher shop 
because it was becoming hard for her to stay on her feet for long periods of 
time. The doctors said her condition would only worsen. But when Dominick 
heard this, sitting before the doctor's desk, his huge bulk squeezed into a chair 
next to his tiny wife, he just smiled serenely. Placing one of his great, work-
scarred hands gently on his wife's knee, his lips began to move, as though in 
silent prayer, as though he were whispering something only he could hear, or 
only someone very, very close. 
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Against the Flesh 
Becky S. Polivka 
!don't want to talk about Ma. I keep telling you. Why do you need all the details, so you can jot down on your yellow pad a bunch of interesting 
facts regarding me, poor Violetta, her ma croaked suddenly in a car crash? 
Dead with her skull smashed in? White glass pieces covering her body like 
snow, her long brown hair stuck to itself with blood? Died there in the seat. 
Everything cold and frozen on the highway, she's staring straight ahead with 
glassy eyes. Is that what you want to know? So you can go ahead and scrib-
ble it in your file folder with my name typed neat on top: Violetta Johnson, her 
ma froze up forever like some beautiful ice witch? 
Anyway, red is the color code for kids who are likely to haul off and wal-
lop other kids. In a violent rage. Like the one you think I had. The ID card 
hanging from the chain around my neck has a plastic slipcover, light red. 
That's because my category is Code Red and the nurses need to know. This 
chain pinches the short hairs behind my neck every time I move my head, by 
the way, and I want to take it off a hundred times a day. But I don't. You said 
not to. So I'm lying on the bed in my room with the new blue notebook you 
gave me. Write about anything you want to, you said. Anything at all. 
Well, first I'll tell you that you can say my name right, please. It's Vee-o-
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letta. Not Vi-o-letta. Vee rhymes with pee, OK? Just make a note of it. Second, 
I can tell you that no one at my table in the cafeteria can stand the mushy green 
beans you serve for dinner. Doris the anorexic, Billy the kid who lights his 
elbows on fire, Marjory the girl whose head twitches-nobody can stand 'em. 
And when you ' re in line, the kitchen lady looks down the end of her arm at 
you, scooping drippy string beans from a tub onto your plate like beans from 
a can are serious business or something. Then when you walk to your table the 
puddle of bean juice seeps right into your goddamn lump of mashed potatoes. 
Goes all around the plate. Makes everything mushy and gives the bottom of 
your roll a good layer of sog. Mostly things here are nice, I guess. I just don't 
like the green beans. 
What do I do when I wake up, you want to know? Well, every morning in 
my new room I lie in bed and stare at the ceiling until the sun bathes over it a 
nice shade of yellow. Then the nurse all in white opens the door and says to 
get ready for breakfast in a half hour but don't take the pills in this little white 
cup yet. They might cause stomach upset. She sets the white cup on the night-
stand, and after she closes the door behind her she leaves a smell of invisible 
lilies swirling by my bed. I can smoke in the special room down the hall any-
time I want to, she says. Just not in my bedroom or the common areas. That's 
different than at home where there is a no-smoking-ever rule. Here I get 
dressed fast in the morning just so there's time enough to stop in the smoking 
room before breakfast. I get out of bed and pee in my private bathroom. Leave 
the door wide open. At home it has to be shut and locked to keep my brothers 
out and uncle Brett, too, if he happens to spend the night. Then I take off my 
nightshirt and stand in front of the big wood wardrobe. Coffee and bacon 
smells come under the door, wake my lazy brain up. I never did see a 
wardrobe before. Except sometimes I stare into it thinking about that book Ma 
read to me once, where there's a lion and a witch and those kids, Lucy and 
Edmund, walk through the back of a wardrobe and find a whole other world 
with snow and magic candy. Candy so good you could never get enough. It 
made you eat and eat until you would kill yourself just to get more. Sometimes 
I stand there wondering about that for a minute, then I grab off the hanger my 
orange ILLINI sweatshirt with frayed sleeves that feels soft on my bare chest, 
and pull gray sweatpants up. You don't have to wear anything uncomfortable 
here, ever. You can laze around in baggy clothes all day. Or put ripped jeans 
on. And no one says to change. Maybe they are afraid to say to change, since 
I am a Code Red, right, doc? Then I grab my pills from the little white cup, 
the ones that are supposed to make me feel peaceful toward my neighbors. I 
shove them into my pocket and swipe my pack of smokes right off the night-
stand. 
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After I smoke, then eat some eggs, you know what happens. We talk. In 
your office in big leather chairs. You in yours and me in mine. You ask about 
every living thing I already told you I don't want to talk about. Then you give 
me an assignment for later. Write about what happened in school, you say. 
Here's one thing else-do you know this bed I'm lying on now has a very soft 
blue blanket and the yellow curtains someone hung on my window are kind of 
nice if you like yellow curtains, which I do? Ma made some just like them for 
my room at home. Yellow is a nice color for a girl, she said. It is, I guess. 
If I have to tell you all about it, I will. But it's not going to prove anything 
or anything. You can put some nice gold stars on your report after I tell you, 
and hang it on your wall in a frame next to all your other certificates with gold 
stars. 
Well, what happened was, it was Wednesday, and school was stupid like it 
always is. I'm sitting in biology class, across from Missy Lecter who every-
day asks can she have some gum and wears a plaid skirt and two long braids. 
In class we all have our own minilab tables and mine is in the sixth row, 
against the back wall. Between everybody's heads I can see our teacher, ol' 
Freakazoid, up there shaking her finger around in the air, discussing the 
importance of fetal pigs and spitting a little when she says an S. Her real name 
is Mrs. Frundalin, but everyone calls her Freakazoid, anyway. Now this day, 
she is dipping a pair of long tongs into a white plastic bucket, and she pulls 
out a dead frog. The tongs squeeze together a long white belly with two frog 
legs dangling from it and stink juice dripping from its pointy toes. Poor frog. 
She holds it high and waves it around so that stink juice stink comes drifting 
back so fast to the back of the room, it pierces my nostrils straight up. 
Bobby Darren is sitting in the front row center. Right in front of Freakazoid's 
table. Goddamn Bobby. The front edge of his lab table is pushed up to the front 
edge of hers. So she can keep a good eye on him and his fat, freckled cheeks 
and pushed-up nose, and the hair that sticks up from the middle of his head 
and bounces around when he talks. Some people have eyes that bulge out too 
far from their eye sockets, you know, and it makes 'em look like a freak or 
something? That's how Bobby looks. Those eyes always dart around the 
room, wild, just waiting for someone to talk to, and that's one reason I hate 
Bobby. The other reason is because he does dumb things like bum you on your 
wrist under Old Harley Road Bridge when you're nine that leaves a scar until 
now. 
See, during hot summer days we'd sit down under Old Harley Road 
Bridge where it was cool, Bobby and me. We were only kids and had nothing 
else to do. We'd sit on top of the big rocks and kick our heels back and wait 
for a train. We'd set pennies on the track and watch them disappear under steel 
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wheels screeching by at sixty miles a minute. Not too many trains came. 
While we were waiting, we'd take bets on when the old bridge above us would 
fall down. We'd look up at the underside and watch the old boards buckle and 
rattle when someone drove over the only wooden bridge in the county. We'd 
hear the creaks and rattles and listen hard for cracking wood, knowing it 
would collapse on us sure one day. And we were ready. Soon as we'd hear a 
crack, we'd jump to the side, crouch in the ditch just down from the tracks, 
and watch. We imagined it all. When the car crashed through the boards, it 
would drop like a giant box of thunder, hit the ground, and we'd squeal and 
cheer as it landed in a scrap-metal heap before us with a poof of dust. And the 
driver would be this blond lady with her hair piled on top of her head, wear-
ing black-rimmed glasses and a pink polka-dot dress to match her pale pink 
lipstick. She'd run screaming from the wreck, hands waving above her, car 
exploding behind her, orange flames licking all the way up to the busted 
wooden beams above. And us in the ditch laughing at how stupid she is. But 
for all the times we sat on the rocks that never did happen once. We'd just play 
it out in our minds pretending like it did and wondering what we'd do. Sitting, 
waiting for a train. 
But now in ninth grade biology, my desk is in the back of the room and 
Bobby's is in the front, so Freakazoid can keep a good eye on him. And the 
second Bobby sees that dead frog on the end of those tongs, his arm shoots 
flagpole straight, waving in front of her face-Mrs. Frundalin ! Mrs. 
Frundalin ! Can I see the frog? I want to see the frog! Freakazoid looks down 
through her half glasses, and says-Put your hand down, Bobby, everyone 
will see the frog. She picks up what looks like a thin metal pencil with a small 
diagonal blade on the end that flashes when the light hits it. This is a scalpel 
knife, she says, holding it high so we can all get a fine look. Right away I think 
poking your skin with that would sure hurt, and I'm glad the poor frog is dead 
already. Just then Missy Lecter leans across the aisle and taps me on the arm 
and whispers to me do I have any cherry bubble gum she could have a piece 
of and I tell her to shut up, I'm concentrating. 
Freakazoid says to tum to page twenty-two in your textbooks, so I do right 
away. Since I made it to the ninth grade, I want to pay close attention and not 
screw anything up. Ma's husband, that's Larry, says that I'm supposed to get 
good grades. To make Ma proud and all. She'd want it that way, he says. Ma's 
dead, I say back. Then he says if I don't start getting good grades I might have 
to leave my school and go to a different place. I don't know if he meant this 
place exactly, but here's where I am, anyway. (By the way, now I'm writing 
from the smoking room, since I've been writing so long that now I need a cig-
arette, in case you were wondering.) So on page twenty-two is a picture of a 
12 Hair Trigger 22 
frog sliced in half. All his inside organs show, and each different organ is 
labeled with a black line with the name of the organ on the end of it. There's 
a line labeling the heart, the stomach, the squiggling intestines, and one line 
pointing between the frog's legs, and that line is labeled Anus. Bobby Darren 
must see this at the same time I do, 'cause suddenly I hear his damn voice 
squealing-I see its anus! I see its anus! I can see him even from my table in 
the back, pointing to his book and looking around to the other kids, as if they 
didn't have the exact same thing in their own damn books. I see its anus! I see 
its anus !-in his whiny voice. Some boys in the front laugh. I see these two 
girls sitting a row over looking at each other with big eyes, wondering if they 
should laugh, too. Like laughing is some crime. Laugh if you want to, I say. 
It's stupid to sit there wondering about it. There are lots of other things to won-
der about, not so stupid as that. 
Like back when me and Bobby used to walk down Old Harley Road to the 
bridge, it was damn hot. On either side of the gravel road you see tassels of 
com sticking up for miles and miles, nothing but long green rows of stalks, 
each with a tassel on top like a little yellow hat. As far as your eyes see to the 
right and to the left, there's green rows. All across the fields there's green 
topped off with gold until the pale blue sky dips down and touches a thin gray 
thread that separates the blue sky above from the green field below. That's 
called the horizon line, Ma told me. It's where, late in the day, the sun hangs 
low and plump and orange and gets ready to sit down on the thread before it 
drops behind the dark world for one more lonely night. That's what Ma said. 
Sometimes Bobby and me' d stop walking and sit ourselves in the ditch and 
shake our shoes upside down like saltshakers to get the pebbles out. Then 
we'd be up again, walking the dusty gravel road, kicking dry dust up behind 
us, wanting to get down to under that bridge where it was cool. Once we 
walked through the bushes on the side of the road that hid our path under the 
bridge, I'd right away stick my hand in my worn-out jean shorts pocket and 
jiggle the penny I'd brought. Sometimes I'd look down the long silver rails 
and see a train way in the distance. Not the train yet, really, just a round white 
light from the engine, hazy, and moving like a bullet though it never looks to 
be moving at all. Then is when you balance your penny on the rusty rail and 
sit back and hold your knees tight and just wait. Wait until that hazy lazy white 
eye gets wider and wider and closer and closer. The scream of the whistle of 
the train is like to kill your pulse the first time you hear it. So shrill and jolty. 
Then the gush of wind from the freight train nearly knocks you back and your 
eyes squint to keep the hot air out. It's a whoosh like a flying thunderstorm 
booming past. You can try to keep your eye on that penny, but you won't. 
Clickity-clack, clickity-clack, clickity rap rap clack, the train goes for minutes 
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and days, it seems like, while you try to smile through the squint of your eyes. 
The train keeps its own beat to the whoosh of the wind coming off it. And 
finally it rocks past and rocks back and forth as it goes farther out of sight, 
lumbering like a runaway bear. The boxcars clickity-clack, clickity rap rap 
clack down steel ribbons as fast as they can on their way to far away. Then you 
remember the penny, and you crawl on hands and knees looking hard for the 
flat dark circle down on the late-day shadow of a ground. When you hold it in 
your hand, it's still warm from steel wheels. But then, what's the point in even 
getting a penny out of your pocket at all? When there are no trains coming, 
you're just sitting, kicking the rocks with your heels, looking up. Sometimes 
you have to find something else to do, like wait for the bridge to fall, because 
a train won't come forever. 
Freakazoid drops a scalpel knife on my desk with a sharp clink. She drops 
it hard on purpose and gives me a look like Wake the hell up! her eyes say, and 
she walks down the aisle, picking a scalpel knife from a white tub and placing 
it on everyone else's tables quiet and nice and sweet. I'm watching the back 
of Freakazoid's brown polyester pants swish away when I see Bobby out of 
the comer of my eye stand up. He stands up and leans over forward to 
Freakazoid's desk and swipes that dead frog right off of it. I see him at first 
and no one else does. He takes the scalpel knife she set on his desk, makes a 
fist around it, cups the frog in one hand, and starts to jabbing that frog's belly. 
Jabbing it! He gets into it real good, too, making mincemeat out of the white 
smooth belly a hundred times over and over. Kids are starting to point and 
whisper, and Bobby goes crazy, and you hear him snort like a pig. Laughing 
and choking on his spit. He drops his knife and puts both hands around the 
frog's dead neck and strangles the thing, yelling out loud-I got CHOO, you 
sonofa BITCH! I got CHOO! Bobby's eyes get real big, and he squeezes until 
the frog's eyes get real big, too, and stink juice squirts out its mouth and spills 
all over Bobby's desk and into his lap. Freakazoid yells-Bobby, stop that! 
Give me that frog! She runs toward his desk and knocks into a chair and 
almost says the S word but says sugar instead, and NO !-Bobby shouts back 
at her. Bobby stands up and hides the frog behind his back. Freakazoid faces 
him. They stand behind Bobby's chair looking at each other, squaring off like 
it's gonna be a showdown. Bobby narrows his fat eyes. I can see it all over 
again. What happened. I run a finger over the scar on the inside of my left 
wrist and feel a red bump. My teeth start to grind like they do whenever I think 
about Bobby. 
One day under the bridge Bobby finds a half cigarette lying on the ground 
and picks it up and puts it in hi mouth. I say-Someone must have threw it 
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half smoked out of their car window when they went over. No shit, Sherlock-
he says back, and digs in his pocket for a ratty old book of matches. I never 
had smoked before. I used to watch Grammie sit in Ma's kitchen and fill the 
ceiling with layers of smoke from her Winston 100s. I'd watch that smoke fold 
into the ceiling until there were layers like blankets folded in a drawer. She'd 
tell me-Violetta, you should never smoke, I don't inhale so it's not so bad for 
me, but you should never really smoke at all. And Ma would be standing 
behind her, snapping fresh green beans over the sink, nodding her head up and 
down like it made sense or something. 
In that dusky air under the bridge, Bobby's cigarette brings the late-day 
haze and everything around us right up to the orange tip, and your eyes lock 
onto it like it's the only bright thing in the world. Bobby hands me it, and I 
gulp smoke down quick and try not to inhale like Grammie doesn't, but I end 
up choking when the bitter hot sizzles in my lungs. I cough pretty hard and 
Bobby laughs. You damn baby-he says-you can't even handle a little hit? 
He smiles wide and says he has an idea. Do you know how hair smells when 
it bums?-he asks. His eyes narrow and suddenly he is far away. I been tryin' 
to figure out what that smells like again-he says. I can't quite remember. I 
say-I don't know anything about burning hair, but if you touch mine, I swear 
I'll tear your damn arm off. He laughs and I do, too. Don't worry, Vee-he 
says-trust me. And I do. He grabs my forearm and lifts it in the air so it's 
right in front of his eyes. He squints at it with his mouth half open, all his 
square teeth behind his lips like a horse's. The cigarette hangs from his mouth, 
and his lips make an M sound when he draws in a puff. He takes the cigarette 
out of his mouth and turns it upside down over my bare forearm while I watch 
him aim for a little arm hair, the burning orange tip almost kissing my skin. A 
tiny blond hair crackles with a singe sound, curls, and vanishes. I don't smell 
anything, really. I say-Bobby, I don't smell anything, plus that's a stupid idea 
and hot on my skin so stop it. He snorts and chokes on a snotty cough and 
says-Hold still or I'll really bum you, Violetta. You will not bum me!-I say. 
We'd come here hundreds of times, and he'd never burnt me before. That 
Bobby. Then he takes my wrist in his hand and twists my arm hard, straight 
back behind me. The twist forces me to bend forward, and the tips of my long 
hair touch the ground. I think I can get away if I kick him in the shin, but he 
is behind me holding that lit cigarette. Gravel crunches under my shuffling 
feet and I yell-Cut it out, Bobby! He says for me to quit squirming and hold 
still so he can do his trick. To find that smell again. Hair burning?-! ask. 
There is no answer. Hair burning, skin burning, eyes burning. It's all a panic, 
and I try hard to get away, but when the lit end of his cigarette sinks into the 
flesh on the underside of my wrist and melts down into my flesh like the fire 
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of holy forever branding me for life, I still don't smell anything. I don't feel 
anything either but stinging tears on my cheeks, and I hear the bird-squawk 
scream come out of me like a piercing hot needle. Tears come, and I see a blur. 
Bobby drops my arm and I hold the burned wrist with one hand. I bend 
over at the waist with my elbows on my knees, and rock back and forth. All 
sound goes dead like someone just switched off the record player after an hour 
of blaring music, and all I hear are the sounds inside my body. The banging 
heart and the throbbing blood on its way from my ears down to my legs and 
toes and back up to my arms and all the way to my wrist, where it pounds the 
hardest. While I'm bent there, rocking in the quiet, I catch a glimpse of some-
thing behind me. One great white eye, hazy, steady, barely moving. I sudden-
ly begin to hear again, slowly, the sounds outside my ears. TRAAAAIN! It's 
Bobby's voice. TRAAAAIN! Get off the tracks! And then I can hear him call-
ing me to get off the tracks, but I want to stare deep into that one white eye. I 
think Bobby doesn't know what it is like to stare at something you love for the 
longest time you can. The only thing I can think to do next is to bury my hand 
in my pocket for a penny because a train is finally coming. I slide my hand 
and wrist into my shorts pocket and rub the burned spot, and it stings. Bobby's 
screaming at me-Get away from the tracks! Get up! Move! You're too close! 
I tell him to shut up, and I take two running steps toward the rocks, but I trip 
on the train-track rail and land hard face down, just outside the track, one 
shoelace caught on a rusty spike inside the rail. The train whistle lets out a 
how 1 of steaming fury. 
The white eye gets bigger and the clickity-clack, clickity rap rap clack 
speeds up. The ground under me has a pulse now from the train's motion. One 
hand is on the ground, and through my palm I feel the tremor, but one hand 
has not left my pocket. Lying on my stomach, my fingertips fumble with a 
penny, and I can just inch it out of my pocket if I roll sideways onto my side, 
then onto my back. Then I sit up and bend forward at the waist to gently bal-
ance my penny carefully on the track and-here's the sound, screeching and 
whistling and bearing down with noise so hard and loud I feel it in my chest-
and I barely unhook my shoelace from the spike when I feel the hot air gush 
on my face from in front of the engine, and I squint my eyes and glimpse a 
steel wheel for a skinny second as I roll backward and scramble to my feet. 
The hard train wind pushes my back like a giant hand and I land, with open 
hands to break my fall, onto one of the big rocks by Bobby. 
My chest is heaving, and I scramble onto a rock and sit breathing in like 
there's no good air around me. Bobby is still holding the damn cigarette, star-
ing at me. I can't believe those are Bobby's same eyes. Worried and wide and 
hollow. But still somewhere far away. The horizon clouds in the east are get-
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ting orange, the color of a Creamsicle. Somehow the whites of Bobby's eyes 
are turning that same color orange. I look at him like a mystery there, framed 
by the wide western sky. The comers of his mouth tum up like a cat's, like I 
have not seen them do, and his shoulders shiver because he is starting to laugh. 
Bobby is laughing. You damn idiot!-he says to me and chews the cigarette 
butt. I tum away from cradling my wrist, wondering what he thinks is funny, 
as I watch the train's caboose clack away and feel the last puff of warm train 
air swirl around my ankles. Tears spill down. I can't think why my wrist hurts 
so bad, why Bobby hurt it, why the sky is Creamsicle orange, and why he 
would do anything that made him look like an orange-eyed cat. Especially to 
someone who loves him. Like I did. 
That was the last time we went to the Old Harley Road Bridge. 
That goddamn Bobby, I think. Freakazoid wins the stare down between 
them behind Bobby's desk, and he sits down again. He picks up his scalpel 
knife, and for a split second, jabs it in the air toward ol' Freakazoid like he's 
threatening her. And I'm still in the back of the room, burning up in my seat. 
Who in the hell does he think he is? She's just a poor old woman teaching biol-
ogy class. She probably eats dinner off a TV tray with some scraggly dog at 
her feet and a folded-up crossword puzzle next to her on the sofa and some 
almost-dead plants on the windowsill. Poor woman. And stupid, loudmouth 
Bobby, well, he had it coming. His stupid freckles and pug face and sticking-
up hair. He starts stabbing the frog's belly while Freakazoid's in the aisle next 
to his desk, looking down at him. Well, then I can't help it. I warn him first. I 
say-Bobby you better stop. I'm in the back of the room, so he probably 
doesn't hear. I say it louder-Bobby you better stop! I stand up and Missy 
Lecter puts both hands over her mouth. Violetta, don't!-she whispers. I grip 
the handle of my scalpel knife against my leg when I stand up. I see the back 
of Bobby's fat head at the head of the aisle as I slowly walk up. 01' Freakazoid 
is standing over him, shaking her poor crooked finger. She doesn't see me 
creeping up behind. I guess it happened too fast for her to move. I stop just 
behind Bobby. When I raise my fist in the air, right away Missy Lecter 
screams from the back of the room. The blade flashes once in the light on its 
way up. I shut my eyes and plunge the knife straight down into Bobby's back. 
It's a hard muscle, and I have to wiggle the handle back and forth to really get 
it down in there. The whole blade disappears, right up to the silver handle. I 
try to pull it back out, but it's stuck in there good, so I let go my grip and take 
a step back. A circle of deep red oozes through Bobby's white T-shirt. Bobby 
drops the frog, and the knife drops to the floor on either side of him. I take a 
step around his chair and peek at his stupid face in case he's wondering who 
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it is. It's me. Violetta. He looks at me and his mouth goes open in a wide 0, 
but no sound comes out. Then, like in slow motion, one flailing hand goes up 
the middle of his back, his fingers kind of tremble, trying to reach the handle. 
I stand there, just watching those fingers twitch. 
Suddenly I hear sounds around me rising like a wave. Kids' voices, chair 
legs against the floor, gasps, whimpers. Everybody is having a goddamn fit. 
Bobby sucking for air and wriggling around in his chair. Freakazoid yelling-
Call 911 ! Get the principal! Oh my God, oh my God! I start to feel dizzy. The 
noise is getting to my head and the people, too. All the goddamn people I need 
to get away from are crowding around. Someone turns the volume up and all 
the noise is hurting my brain and I need a smoke. I step out into the hall where 
it's calmer. 
The hall is calm, the wall I lean up against feels cool on my back, and the 
first drag on my Winston 100 is a warm ribbon inside. My shoulders drop and 
relax and I lean back against a gray locker. My eyes close, and I take a deep 
breath. Just then the grip of death tightens on my arm. Hey! You're hurting my 
arm-I say. A teacher from another class. Right above the elbow, he squeezes. 
I think it might bruise and tell him to lay off. He squeezes harder. He yanks 
me in front of Freakazoid's door, she points at me. He nods and pulls me to 
the principal's office and dumps me into a vinyl chair, and people are over me. 
Secretary, principal, vice principal, my counselor, the police. It's not what you 
think-I tell them-Bobby could have hurt her, you know! That poor woman. 
She doesn't know what he's like. Really what he's like! I swear! Here, look at 
my wrist if you don't believe me!-1 show them the scar but they don't look. 
They don't listen. They call Larry to take me home. Into his custody until fur-
ther arrangements can be made. 
At home Larry takes me into the bathroom where I pull my pants down, 
underpants, too, and lean over the toilet with two hands on the seat cover to 
steady me. Bobby started it, a long time ago, under the bridge!-! say. He 
slides the fine brown leather belt off his waist, bends it in half and grips it 
with one hand. See my wrist, look at my wrist!-1 tell him. Larry stands 
behind me. He can't have me causing trouble. He can't watch me twenty-four 
hours a day. He can't hire someone to follow me around night and day, god-
dammit, Violetta! You have pulled the last stunt you're gonna under my roof. 
You and your violent rages. 
But it wasn't a violent rage! I show him my wrist. See? He doesn't care to 
see. The belt comes down hard on my bare bottom. Stings the skin. The top of 
my head hits the toilet tank with each whack. I can choke tears back now. I'm 
good at that now. While the whacks come down, I think about Ma, frozen that 
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night. In the front seat of the car. I peer through the window and see her 
squeezed between the wheel and the seat, and I know right then. She's not 
going to move. Not an inch. Even when I reach up and put my fingertips on 
her cold white cheek. Not an inch. I want to crawl into that mangled seat. I 
always think I can. Across all the broken glass I crawl in and pull the seat belt 
around my waist and buckle myself in next to her. And stop moving and stop 
breathing and look straight out into the night with glassy eyes, like a statue, 
like Ma. Two beautiful ice witches froze up forever. In the front of her car. I 
think that. And wait for Larry's belt to come down. 
Now I'm here. In my new room. My nice wood wardrobe. My own pri-
vate bath. And I can smoke just down the hall, and there's a soft bed and yel-
low curtains hanging. Overall it's pretty nice. It's OK, I guess. I only don't like 
the green beans. 
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Until He Reached a Home 
Kim Morris 
Jimmy Hermosa, waiting, whipped his Superball down on the sidewalk outside his house. The ball popped up as high as the maple tree in the 
front yard. Jimmy, his clear peach skin reflecting in the sun, his bright blue 
eyes following the ball, his sandy brown hair hanging down past his shoulder, 
looked up to see if this time he 'd cleared the top of the old maple. As he fol-
lowed the path of the ball he caught sight of Mr. Morphluous, the taxidermist, 
walking down the sidewalk, a pale man dressed in an all-black suit and 
stovepipe hat. For a minute he thought it was Abraham Lincoln, until he saw 
the basket swinging on Mr. Morphluous's forearm. 
Jimmy, frozen, couldn't move his feet, even though his muscles sizzled 
under his skin. His ball, tiny, pink, plopped on his head with a boink. Jimmy 
shook his head, looked down at his T-shirt, and spread the palms of his hands 
over the front. He pulled the bottom, straightening the shirt over the belt of his 
jeans. It's happening, he thought, excited. Finally. 
The smell of cigarettes and lilacs hit Jimmy as Mr. Morphluous walked up 
to him and set a thin, crooked hand on Jimmy's shoulder. Mr. Morphluous 
drooped his head to look Jimmy in the eye. "Sure 'bout this?" he asked. Jimmy 
stared into Mr. Morphluous's eyes, which looked like swimming fish, chang-
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ing colors from blue to green to gray to black, then back to blue all over again. 
Jimmy glanced down at the basket. All he could see was the blue terry-cloth 
towel and the ends of his dad's hair, prickly and black, sticking out of one end. 
He looked into Mr. Morphluous's eyes, swimming from blue to green to gray 
to black, and said, "I'm sure. I'm sure." 
Jimmy ran into the house, breathless, and stared across the wide family 
room at his mom standing against the mantel on the opposite wall. "Mom, the 
surprise, here it is ... " He turned and looked over his shoulder but Mr. 
Morphluous was still outside. Jimmy harrumphed, ran back to the front door, 
grabbed Mr. Morphluous 's hand, and pulled him into the room. His eyes 
changing-blue then green then gray then black-swept the room and settled 
on Jimmy's mom. 
Abigail Hermosa stood in front of the mantel, by the three-feet-tall candle-
holder with the broad, flat top, wearing her purple dress, the one she wore on 
her first date with her recently deceased husband: sweetheart neckline, short 
sleeves, cinched at the waist. Her face: eyes red from crying, skinny black 
lines under them (didn't have any waterproof mascara), alternately smiling a 
thin, questioning smile and pursing her lips. The room, full of family pictures 
in wood frames, a lumpy couch with permanent indentations in the cushions, 
a coffee table carrying books, a coffee mug, a calligraphy pen, a set of keys-
this room that once was her sanctuary now seemed empty and cold since her 
husband had died from a heart attack three weeks ago. 
"Honey," she said slowly, sticking her neck out and looking at the basket 
on Mr. Morphluous's arm. "Honey?" she asked, turning to focus on Jimmy's 
face. She stared at her son, at his pink-flushed cheeks, his eyes pinned open 
with hope and expectation. She stared until all she could see was his head, sus-
pended in midair, zooming across the room at her. Jimmy's head dangled right 
in front of her face and kept smiling, and Abigail couldn't reconcile that smile 
with the brain-numbing pain that had settled, over the past three weeks, all 
over her body like a virus. It flashed briefly in her mind that maybe Michael 
wasn't really dead, that perhaps it was just some joke or a misunderstanding, 
a mistake she could forgive only because relieving her of her hurt would make 
her so light she'd float and wouldn't have time to be mad. As Abigail watched 
Jimmy's head dangle in front of her, his smile slipped off his face. She heard, 
from somewhere behind her, his voice call her. Gradually, his head floated 
back to his body. She saw her son staring at her with huge question marks in 
his eyes, wiping the palms of his hands on his baseball jersey, tilting his head 
and squinting at her. Then the living room put itself back together in front of 
her: Mr. Morphluous was there next to Jimmy, looking out the corner of his 
eyes at her, the basket rocking on his arm; the crown molding of the doorway 
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flew up and around the two of them to make an instant frame; the bookshelf 
scooted over and completed the other side of the picture; the photos on the 
walls, the plants, the coffee table, the couch-they all fell into her line of 
vision and arranged themselves into her familiar living room again. 
"Mom," Jimmy gasped. He turned and looked at Mr. Morphluous, then 
back at Abigail. "Mr. Morphluous here," he patted the old man's arm, then 
pushed him into the middle of the room, "Mr. Morphluous has a present for us." 
Jimmy swept his hand around like the ringleader in a circus as he walked up 
next to Mr. Morphluous so they both stood in front of Abigail. "Show her," 
Jimmy commanded. His pointed face was red and sweaty, his blue eyes huge. 
He tugged Mr. Morphluous's jacket sleeve. 
Mr. Morphluous gingerly walked over to Jimmy's mom. He held the bas-
ket out to her with the tips of his fingers. His white eyebrows arched up, try-
ing to touch his hairline. Abigail dropped her head a bit so she could get a bet-
ter look at the black prickly hairs that stuck out from the end of the blue towel. 
Her hand fluttered to her neck. 
Jimmy watched his mother. He remembered her reaching her hand across 
the kitchen table right after his dad died, how she squeezed tight and cried and 
said, "I'm so mad at him, Jimmy. I'm so damn mad at him for leaving us." 
Panic had sprinted around in Jimmy's chest. That panic stationed itself inside 
him and eventually pulled him into town last week, to the brown, dusty, cor-
ner storefront with the tin roof and the sign in gold letters that read, Mr. 
Morphluous, Taxidermist, Special Requests. 
Entering the long, skinny shop, Jimmy had followed the narrow aisle with 
the stuffed cats and birds and dogs that seemed to glower at him from the walls 
and the floor. It was dark and smelled like cinnamon. As he followed the low-
hanging yellow light at the back of the shop, he glanced nervously around him 
and thought for sure he saw a stuffed tiger crouching on a file cabinet wink at 
him. When he got to the back, Jimmy caught Mr. Morphluous's attention with 
a sneeze. "My dad is dead," Jimmy blurted out, the empty space in his stom-
ach huge, the feeling all over his body like someone just ripped a fresh scab 
off a wound. "I want him back. We're not done yet." 
Mr. Morphluous, standing over a table with a cobra pinned to it, holding a 
paintbrush in the air, looking over his shoulder at Jimmy with watery gray 
eyes and sunken cheeks that left shadows down to his jaws, remembered that 
his sign said Special Requests and told Jimmy he'd be right with him. 
Standing in front of Abigail Hermosa now, Mr. Morphluous could see how 
tired she was by the lines that ran from the sides of her eyes down to her chin. 
Her cheeks were caved in; her shoulders slumped forward. He thought she 
looked like someone had walked in with a two-by-four and beat the shit out of 
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her. He tried to imagine what her insides looked like, how her organs must be 
twisted together, suddenly dumbstruck and forgetting their purposes, grasping 
onto each other for answers. He wondered if she felt like she was balancing in 
that startled moment between being slapped and realizing you've been 
slapped. The word never loomed up in his head, and Mr. Morphluous shook 
his head, thinking that she was never going to see her husband again, thinking 
that never was so damn vague and endless it was incomprehensible, and he 
wished he could put an end date on it for her. 
Abigail carefully picked the basket out of Mr. Morphluous's hand. She 
held the curved knobby handle with one hand and pulled the towel open with 
the other. 
There, lying on the soft towel, staring up at her with blue eyes, black spiky 
hair sticking straight up, pink lips stretched in a straight line, skin tan, chin 
pointy, clean shaven, cheekbones sharp, was the head of her husband. Abigail 
heard gusts of wind rip through her brain. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. 
Her heart beat spasmodically. An excited, cool stream shot through her limbs. 
She started to smile. Automatically, she reached in and smoothed her hus-
band's eyebrows. He never cared that they were matted and clumpy, crawling 
across his forehead like worms. She smoothed them down like she always did, 
so they arced in the middle and finished at a smooth, combed point at each 
temple. She traced a line from his temples, down his cheeks, along his jaw to 
his thin, graceful neck. She rubbed the green felt pad Mr. Morphluous had 
glued to his base. Then she heard the clean, sharp whoosh of a vacuum suck-
ing the butterflies out of her stomach. In their place sat a rat, chewing at her 
stomach lining, twisting it into a bouquet of anxiety and anger. Abigail bit her 
lip, reached into the basket, and slapped her husband across the face. The head 
smashed into the side of the basket. Jimmy gasped. Mr. Morphluous and 
Jimmy both jumped forward, ready to catch the basket before it fell to the 
floor, but Abigail held on tight to the handle. 
Mr. Morphluous straightened up and looked at Abigail's twisted face, 
remembering how, at his shop, he had said in his hoarse drawl that filled up 
all the air around him, "Your mom, she might have a hard time with this. 
Might get her upset with this, Jimmy." 
Jimmy ate peanut-butter cookies and stared at the copper circles that Mr. 
Morphluous's coffee cups left on the Formica table. "At night," Jimmy whis-
pered, "she cries for him. She yells at him. She begs God to send him back. I 
don't want her to be mad at him anymore. I don't want her to forget that I'm 
still here." 
Mr. Morphluous reached his hand out and cupped Jimmy's chin, tilted it 
up so the boy had to look into his swimming eyes, changing colors from blue 
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to green to gray to black. "Well," he said hesitantly, "perhaps we could do 
something about that, then." 
Now, in the house, Mr. Morphluous touched Jimmy on the head. "The boy 
thought he was doing right," he told Abigail. He put his hand in the basket, 
started to wrap the head back up with the blue, terry-cloth towel. 
Abigail Hermosa grabbed his hand, threw it out of the basket. Her face 
went rigid, mouth shut tight, eyes stopped their crying, shut down like frozen 
pipes. 
"Leave him," she whispered. The rat in her stomach slowly stopped claw-
ing. Looking into her husband's blue eyes, Abigail swore she could feel his 
arms circle around her waist. She could smell the pine of his aftershave. "I 
missed you, Michael," her voice barely a whisper, her stomach unclenching, 
her skin breathing, shedding the suffocating layers of grief that had been 
trapped inside her for the last three weeks. Jimmy put a hand on her arm. She 
looked down at him and smiled, and Jimmy thought that this was the first 
smile he'd seen from her in three weeks and he would do anything in the world 
to make that smile stay there. 
"There comes a point," Mr. Morphluous said, looking at Jimmy, then 
Abigail, "where you just have to let go." 
"But it's not fair," Abigail sighed, watching Jimmy as he pulled the head 
out of the basket and placed it delicately on the broad top of the candleholder. 
"I had a whole life to live with him. We had plans for the future. There's so 
many decisions to be made. Jimmy's still young. I'm not ready to do it with-
out my husband." 
"I told you, Mr. Morphluous," Jimmy snapped, caressing with his eyes the 
head of his father in front of him. "We're not finished living with him yet. 
We're not done." 
Mr. Morphluous, eyes changing colors, looked from Jimmy to his mom 
and back to Jimmy. "I say, there comes a time when you just have to let go." 
He moved from the room backwards, looking at the mother and her son. He 
wanted to reach out and take a bite of their relief. It smelled like an orange. 
They stood over the head on the candleholder, petting it. Jimmy combed the 
hair down, parted it in the middle. Abigail rubbed his cheek and leaned over 
to softly kiss where she had slapped him before. She poked one side of his lips, 
then the other, trying to make her husband smile. Mr. Morphluous tiptoed qui-
etly to the hallway, out the door, down the walkway, and into the street. He'd 
collect on this bill later. 
The upcoming days marched in, followed by a patchwork version of com-
fort and ease. Jimmy and Abigail took Michael's head wherever they went. To 
24 Hair Trigger 22 
Jimmy's baseball games, where Abigail would hold it in her lap proudly, until 
one of the other moms would whisper too loud, "A what? You've got to be 
kidding me." Abigail would wrap her fingers around Michael's neck, sit up 
straighter, and stare at the baseball game in front of her. Jimmy, after hitting a 
line drive to center that no one could catch, would run down the first baseline, 
looking into the stands, praying that his mom would hold his dad's head high 
enough to see what he just accomplished. Abigail would hold the sides of 
Michael's lips up, so her son could see his dad smile. The other moms would 
snicker. Abigail would try to smile, but the snickering and the fact that 
Michael's face could not hold a smile unless she held it there, made her face 
drop into a low frown, her stomach flop like a waterless fish. 
Abigail would come home from work and walk through the house, peek 
around walls at her husband's head sitting on the candleholder, ask him ques-
tions about the IRA, the college fund, and if they should put drapes or blinds 
on the kitchen windows. Abigail would ask a question, then wait, sometimes 
looking at the ceiling when she was in another room, thinking that maybe this 
time Michael would answer. When he didn't, she'd walk up to his head on the 
candleholder, remembering how when she and Michael first started dating, he 
told her he could feel her when she wasn't around. He could close his eyes and 
blow, and his breath would make her appear briefly, right in front of him. 
Abigail would think about this while she stared at Michael's head on the can-
dleholder, his expressionless face, his empty, unmoving eyeballs. She'd blow 
at his face, but it remained cold and distant, like he was bored. Over the 
months the flutter in her throat slowly turned from a tickle to a hard pounding, 
like a frustrated alarm clock trying to wake her up. 
After school, Jimmy would pick up his dad's head off the candleholder 
and take him into the kitchen. Abigail would watch from the door behind 
Jimmy, sometimes from the sink across the room, while he'd set his dad care-
fully on the table. He'd pull a folder out of his backpack and take pencils out 
of the front pocket. He'd pull out his math book and open it, split it open right 
in the middle, then ruffle through the pages until he found the right exercise. 
Then he'd sit down, crack his knuckles, and adjust Michael's head so it sat 
right next to the book. 
Sometimes Jimmy would smile nervously at his mother, watching from 
the comer of the room. Sometimes he would stare only at his book, then his 
dad, then back to his book. Abigail would watch Jimmy doodle over his note-
book paper, asking his dad questions about algebra, or talking about the bird-
house he built in industrial arts class, which house on the block had a new 
pool, which kid on the block just got a new bike. Jimmy's questions and com-
ments would come out of his mouth faster and faster every night, sprinting 
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from his lips, crashing into each other. Michael never answered him. Once, 
Abigail leaned against the far counter, biting her nails, while Jimmy told a 
joke. He looked at Michael, whose tan face stared straight ahead, his skin 
smooth and unwrinkled, not at all like he used to be when he would giggle and 
pound the table with a happy slap, his face pulling and pushing into smiles and 
surprises. 
Jimmy repeated his joke, poked a tentative index finger into the side of his 
father's mouth. His skin felt like hard Play-Doh. Jimmy pushed one side of 
Michael's lips up. They stuck. Jimmy smiled and repeated the punchline. He 
stuck his finger in the other side of Michael's lips and pushed it up.They stuck. 
The other side fell.. Jimmy pushed that side up, repeating the joke again, faster 
and louder. The other side of Michael's mouth fell. Jimmy glanced up at his 
mother. Abigail stared back at him, trying to say something that just would not 
come out of her mouth. Her heart popped in a cold quick flash. Jimmy tittered 
nervously, fought with each side of Michael's face, poking and pushing, some-
times using both hands and holding up Michael's mouth so it would stay in a 
smile. The whole time he repeated the joke, over and over: a poke, the joke, a 
poke, the joke. He got frustrated and pushed harder and harder. Finally, he 
stopped his poking and let the last repetition of the joke fade away into the 
kitchen floor. Then he looked down at his algebra book, started doodling again 
on his paper and talking about baseball practice. He wouldn't look at Abigail, 
who felt her throat constrict, imagined it closing up fast and furiously, leaving 
such a thin path into her lungs that even air would have to fight its way 
through.' 
Four months had passed since Mr. Morphluous had brought Michael 
Hermosa's head home to his son and wife. Abigail's throat was permanently 
constricted to such a point that only liquids and food chewed forever could 
slide down it. Jimmy's speech pattern was no longer the exaggerated, big-eyed 
exclamations of a kid, but rather came in short bursts, quick questions, and 
statements that rifled one right after the other, as if he couldn't wait for a 
response or the maddening silence that followed his unanswered questions. 
One night they sat down to dinner, Jimmy on one side of the blond wood 
kitchen table, Abigail across from him, Michael's head, balanced on four 
newspapers and two pillows, at the head of the table. Their plates, decorated 
with red strawberries connected by black leafy vines, were filled with chick-
en, broccoli, hot bread, and mashed potatoes with orange paprika sprinkled 
over the top. 
"And the parent-teacher conferences, they're Thursday, OK? So don't for-
get," Jimmy gushed, talking and chewing and digging into his potatoes, 
scooping them up and throwing them into his mouth. 
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Abigail stuck a piece of broccoli upright in her mashed potatoes. She 
looked at her son. "Honey, I-" 
"And we need the red jerseys for the game on Friday, OK? I mean, so can 
I put my jersey in the laundry with that stuff on the washing machine?" 
"Jimmy, honey," Abigail said flatly, watching her son scan the table with 
his eyes, never looking up at her. "Honey, we need to talk something over." 
Jimmy stabbed a piece of chicken with his fork. "What? Oh, yeah, Coach 
Gallant asked me to try out for the traveling team. You 'member that, right? 
Pretty big deal." He stuffed the chicken in his mouth. "But him askin' is as 
good as gettin' on the team. Cool, huh? We get to go all over the state and play 
baseball." 
Abigail stared at her son. She saw him in the school's parking lot, getting 
onto a long yellow bus with black trim. She saw red-sleeved arms and green 
baseball hats waving out the windows. She saw the bus pull away, drive out 
of the school's parking lot and into the street, slowly turning into a yellow dot. 
When the dot was just about out of her sight, she saw a blast of fire, orange 
flames and black smoke floating into the sky. Abigail's throat tightened. She 
turned and looked at Michael's blank face. 
The silence marched through Jimmy's body, crushed his insides, snapped 
his bones. He heard his heart beat faster and faster. He hated that sound. He 
started babbling, looking from his dad to his mom and back to his dad. 
"Whaddaya say? Huh? I still have to try out, but then you gotta sign the per-
mission form and all. I'm sure I'd make the team. I know I would." Jimmy 
snapped his head back and forth from his mom to his dad. Abigail couldn't 
shake the sight of the bus in flames, just down the road from her. She stared 
at her plate. The broccoli, the potatoes, the bread, all started swimming togeth-
er. It looked like stew. She closed her eyes, shook her head. 
Jimmy turned away from her and looked at his father. "It's not like we stay 
overnight anywhere, we just go for the game and come back. And Coach 
Gallant is with us all the time, and I don't think we go that far anyway, except 
maybe for playoffs, but that's not until the end of the season ... " 
Jimmy's voice faded out and Abigail heard only static that started to clear 
up into the unmistakable sound of the other moms at Jimmy's baseball game, 
snickering and giggling. Abigail watched Jimmy earnestly trying to convince 
his father's head to agree to let him join the traveling team. Her throat felt like 
someone was putting a scarf around her neck and slowly, slowly tying it into 
a knot. "Jimmy," she started. The flames of the exploding bus receded in her 
mind. The snickers echoed. 
"Aha!" Jimmy yelled and turned to look at Abigail like he just won a 
prize. 
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Abigail looked out the comer of her eye at him. "What?" 
"What? What? Mahm, wake up. Dad just said I could join the team." He 
stuck his fork into a broccoli stalk, put it up to his nose, sniffed, then nibbled 
a bit off the end. 
Abigail glanced from Jimmy to Michael and back to Jimmy. Michael's 
face remained, as always, blank and distant, unresponsive, uninterested. Her 
son chewed the broccoli, then spit it out on his plate. 
Abigail felt she had to grab the air around her and twist it into a bouquet, 
grab control of the situation. Her voice cracked but still came out with a slight 
scold in it. "Jimmy," she clipped. 
"I know, I know," Jimmy said, wrapping his broccoli in his napkin. "It's 
just, I mean, I don't really like broccoli." 
"No, honey. Well, certainly, I don't want you spitting food out on your 
plate. But what I meant was, well, what I was referring to was ... you say that 
Dad said OK?" 
Jimmy speared a piece of chicken. He stuck it in his mouth, then pointed 
with his fork at Michael's head. "Didn't you just see him? Mom, you're so out 
of it. He just nodded his head yes." 
Abigail stared at him. The snickering rose up in her head like someone had 
shoved a megaphone onto her ear and yelled. She could hear, behind the snick-
ering, the crackling of the flames from the bus and her son screaming from 
inside it. She looked over at Michael. "I didn't see him nod his head," she 
whispered. A sudden bolt whipped through her body, from her toes to her 
head. Jimmy kept smashing food into his mouth, barely looking up. "I didn't 
... he never answered me." Abigail's eyes filled up with tears that hovered 
just inside her lids. 
She pounded her fist on the table. Jimmy's head jolted up. His insides started 
pressing in on him. His palms were sweating. He stared at his mom, the streaks 
of the setting sun streaming in through the window behind her. It left squiggly 
lines across the plates, the salt shaker, the napkin holder. Abigail squinted 
through the shredded light at her husband's blank face. "He never ... " Abigail 
let her sentence trail off. She set her eyes on her son, on his confused face with 
the arched eyebrows. He looked just like his father when he did that. And sud-
denly the vision of the bus swirled together with the sounds of the snickering 
and the flames and the crackling and all together they swirled out of her head 
like they were swirling down a drain. Abigail grabbed her throat as a rush of 
air whipped through the wide open passageway. "It's time now, Jimmy," she 
said to her son. 
Jimmy stopped chewing his food. He set his fork down on his plate. 
"Mom, I know, what I'm trying to say is that I haven't tried out yet, but I know 
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I'll make it anyway, so I'm not on the team now but if you guys say OK then, 
well, I dunno." He picked up his fork, swooped up a pile of potatoes and started 
eating again. Abigail watched, not knowing how to express what was still hazy 
in her mind. 
Jimmy's dream that night started from the sky. He came flying out of the 
stars and onto a rounded tent that sat at the end of a piece of land jutting into 
a lake. It was snowing out. The whole world was black with pinpricks of 
white, stars that covered the sky and the water and snow that covered the land. 
He hovered outside the tent. He could see inside, see himself snuggled 
between his mother and father. They were sound asleep. Jimmy kept his par-
ents connected and warm. They were covered with miles of soft white down 
comforters. Jimmy could feel his mom's skin-like the skin of an apricot. And 
his dad's skin-like smooth leather. A feeling walked over Jimmy, started at 
his toes and pranced up through his body like a baton twirler at the front of a 
parade. Completion, the ends meeting. Warmth. Contentment. Absolute safe-
ty and peace. He couldn't believe how calm he felt, how lucid and happy. He 
wanted to cry; it felt so perfect, except that to cry would break its spell. The 
feeling filled him up. His father turned on his side, leaned over Jimmy's ear, 
and whispered, "It's OK, son. I'm OK." And Jimmy knew, with total clarity, 
that this peace was not a feeling, it was a place-the place where his dad was. 
What woke Jimmy up and pulled him downstairs was a song. Strings and 
horns, a slow-moaning saxophone. The low, sweet bass filled up the space in 
Jimmy's stomach, made him feel alive. There hadn't been music in the house 
since his dad's heart attack. Jimmy stumbled down the stairs, thinking about 
his mom and dad dancing and how she used to throw her head back and laugh 
after his dad had dipped her. They would twirl around and around the Ii ving 
room, just barely missing the couch and the coffee table, slightly swiping the 
pictures on the shelf by the mantel, moving as if they were one person. They 
always ended up in a hug, and that's when Jimmy's mom would throw her thin 
neck back and let out a laugh that filled up the room like the smell of Thanks-
giving dinner. 
Now the living room was lit by candles when Jimmy ran in. He saw his 
mom at the other end of the room. Her blue nightgown flowed around her, lit her 
up like an angel. She had the head in her arms, cradling it like a baby. She 
swayed back and forth, but her feet looked heavy. She wasn't sure where to 
place her toes next. She looked down at her husband's head and hummed the 
song to him. She turned, almost stumbled, but caught herself. She had to readjust 
the head in her arms and then skip a bunch of words to catch up with the lyrics. 
She tried a twirl but her feet got tangled up with each other. She turned and faced 
her son, her husband's head in her arms, just in time to see Jimmy wince. 
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The room loomed up around Jimmy in shadows that licked the ceiling and 
the walls. The pictures were huge and menacing. The lamps looked like they 
were pointing at him, making fun of him. Jimmy's mom stood there, staring 
at him, then leaned over gracefully and kissed her husband's forehead. Jimmy 
stared down at the carpet. There were bits of lint sprinkled around the floor 
that looked like shadows in the candlelight. Jimmy shook his head, looked out 
from lowered eyes at his mom who rocked his dad's head in her arms. She 
whispered a final goodbye in Michael's ear, held his head at arm's length in 
front of her, then turned so Jimmy could look at his face. "It's time to say 
good-bye, honey. It's time we moved on." 
What Jimmy saw in his mother's face was the exact feeling that he felt 
snuggled between his parents in his dream. Her face, lit by the candles, was 
smooth, the lines gone, the tears dried up, a gentle glow coming from under-
neath her skin that made her look fresh and young. His mom had made peace, 
and Jimmy's stomach exploded with happiness and hate. He tried to talk, but 
his tongue felt like it was blowing up in his mouth so he couldn't get any 
words out. 
Jimmy froze. He went numb. He would not allow himself to feel. Abigail 
walked across the room, cradled Michael's head in one arm, and took Jimmy's 
hand. She pulled him to her. Pushed into her side, Jimmy could smell her 
sweet body lotion mixed with lilacs. When he peeked out one eye, he saw the 
green piece of felt that covered the base of his dad's head. Abigail pulled 
Jimmy through the living room, across the kitchen, and out to the backyard. 
They walked over to the garden. Abigail knelt down on the grass, set the 
head between her and Jimmy. It rolled over on its side and stared blankly, 
dumbly, at a crack in between two slats of the fence. The moon rolled over the 
black mulch. Abigail pulled Jimmy's hand and he flopped down next to her, 
watching his dad for reaction, waiting for his own tongue to deflate so he 
could get some words out of his mouth. Abigail leaned over and started to 
scoop clumps of dirt out of the garden. She dumped it out on her other side 
and kept scooping, rhythmically, until a deep hole opened up before them. 
"Mom!" Jimmy yelped. Inside, his muscles and organs broke through the 
shield of numbness, exploding all over him. "No, Mom, no. No good-byes." 
He grabbed her hand, stopped her from digging. 
Abigail looked down at her son's hand on her arm, then looked into his 
eyes. She put her hand on his face, black dirt drawing an outline around her 
thin fingers. She remembered, when she first told her neighbor that Michael 
had died, the pat answers that he spoke so easily as they talked over the bushes 
that separated their front yards. Time heals all wounds. The journey starts with 
the first step. Abigail looked at her son, the panic in his eyes, and she couldn't 
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find that right word, that perfect phrase that would settle into his head and 
suck out all the pain and confusion and anger that was flinging around inside 
of him. If she could take all that away from him, steal it and hide it away in a 
landfill, God, she would do it in a second. But she knew that those cliches had 
some merit because they wouldn't have become cliches if they didn't. The 
first step. 
Abigail picked up her husband's head and dropped it into the hole. She 
thought of him falling miles and miles, end over end until he reached a home. 
Jimmy saw his father's head falling and, with it, white stripes, bits and pieces 
of his life, sticking to the head like a snowball getting bigger and whiter as it 
rolled. He saw pictures of his baseball games and his algebra homework, the 
candleholder his dad sat on the previous months, all attached to the head in 
strips of white. He saw it all fall down the dark hole, away from him. The dull 
throb in his stomach made him sick. 
Abigail pulled Jimmy to her and kissed the top of his head. She rubbed his 
arm. Slowly and quietly, Jimmy started to cry. His body bounced up and down. 
He took a quick in-suck of breath, and when it came out, so did the tears and 
the gulps and the cries, "Why? Oh, God, why?" And Jimmy cried and yelled, 
and Abigail held him and cried with him because she knew this was part of it, 
part of letting go. 
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Brothers and Saviors 
Doug Whippo 
Now I admit it was all my idea to break into Saint Mary's Holy Cathedral that night. Though to tell you the truth, I'm not the break-
ing and entering type. And I won't blame it on all the beer I'd guzzled at Hans' 
Bavarian Pub with my brother. And I wasn't out to impress him, either. He's 
not the impressible type, if you know what I mean. Mitch, my older brother 
by ten years, he was the one more well-known and more well-regarded for his 
lock-picking, door-jimmying, gun-pulling prowess. 
Three things you ought to know about Mitch: he had a face like a basset 
hound, all loose jowls and sad eyes; his voice was smooth and warm as roast 
coffee; and he hated Catholics with unending passion. Our parents had sent 
him to Saint Mary's grade school when he was a kid (I'd been spared that 
nightmare myself) and he held a grudge against anyone who wore anything 
resembling a priest's robe. He'd suffered more than one harsh beating for his 
rowdy antics and told me that a Franciscan monk who taught there had tried 
to put the moves on him a few times after class. 
I wasn't trying to show Mitch how brave or ballsy I'd become since he'd 
been away on his travels out west. It's just that I'd been hit with a desire or 
need to kneel on something hard and wooden and pray. Or just think, I guess. 
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Because it was the holidays again and whenever that time of year rolls around 
I just plummet into some nameless something or other and I get kind of des-
perate. So I do things like get blind drunk with my big brother (if he happens 
to be around) and break into churches where I'll sit in the silence and breathe 
in deeply the faint traces of musty incense that hang in the air like a ghost in 
the dark. 
Mitch and I had about four hours worth of beer and peppermint schnapps 
running through our veins before faithful old Hans the barkeep finally was rid 
of us. We'd wandered down the street not in any particular coherent direction 
when I started to get this feeling of something gnawing away at my insides. 
Like a dozen or so rusty razor blades scraping my stomach raw. It was snow-
ing and these thumb-sized flakes drifted through the orange shadows cast by 
the streetlights, fluttered and twirled in the night. The flakes were soft as cot-
ton against your cheek and I wanted it all, all of it, the night, the snow, the 
lights, to make me feel a certain kind of way, like I wasn't really drunk and 
lost bumbling down a gloomy street, ready to commit some sort of criminal 
homily at 3 :00 A.M. on Christmas Eve, with an older brother I used to admire 
in tow. I wanted the snow to tell me everything was OK. 
But as Mitch and I walked past that great gray-stone edifice known as 
Saint Mary's, with the snow swirling and that feeling eating me up, I knew we 
had to break in. I needed to be in that building, kneeling in the quiet, if only 
for a little while. Mitch was pretty far gone on beer and schnapps. He swayed 
and mumbled to himself as he walked. It didn't take much persuading on my 
part to get him to jimmy the lock with a library card I'd pulled from my wal-
let. He hunched low against the church door and fiddled the lock with his long 
thin fingers, then leaned his body weight forward. The lock clicked brightly, 
the wooden church door creaked open and a flood of darkness greeted us as 
we quickly slipped inside. 
The church was cold and dark as black ink and I scrounged in my pockets 
for a match. Mitch stood beside me, his eyes narrowed to scorn. 
"What's up, Jelly? You feelin' religious and shit all of a sudden?" he said, 
thumping the side of my head with his forefinger. "What you want the Lord to 
do for you?" I couldn't muster an answer. 
We stood in the back of the church next to a basin of holy water mounted 
on the wall. I found a match and struck it and the flame flowered and my eyes 
began to adjust to the darkness. Mitch brushed past me in a wave of stale beer 
and marched up the center aisle, his muddy boots clumping on the stone floor. 
He stopped in front of the altar, went down on one knee, then shot his arms 
out in front of him, fonning two little pistols with his hands, aiming at a large 
crucifix hung from the rafters. The crucifix was something right out of a Cecil 
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B. DeMille movie. Huge, looming, overblown with a tortured, pink and gaunt 
and bloody life-sized Christ nailed to the cross, His thin mouth half-open, as 
if about to speak, but frozen forever in the act of pleading for mercy, redemp-
tion. A stream of deep red flowed from each outstretched palm. His ribs 
bulged. It was enough to make a believer out of you. 
Mitch pulled the triggers on his mock handguns. 
"You da' man, Jesus! Yeah, you are da' man!" he growled, his words bit-
ter and sharp. "When you comin' down to save all your little lambies, huh? 
We been waitin' ... oh let's see now ... " He took a suspicious glance at his 
wrist. "Well ... by my watch, oh Heavenly One, we've been prayin' blind and 
waitin' for you for about what ... two thousand years?" He paused and looked 
back at me standing against the wall. His voice softened. He seemed deflated. 
"Better get ready, Jelly ... He's gonna be here any minute. I can just feel it ... " 
He giggled then, quietly, but his laugh didn't have any joy in it. He raised him-
self and approached the altar and started lighting a few half-burned candles 
left over from that day's mass. 
Then he pulled a long, fat cigar from the inside pocket of his black leather 
coat, bit off the nub end with his front teeth, turned his head to the side and 
spat into the darkness. He dipped the tip of the cigar into the candle flame, 
leaning in close, eyes squinting, his raw cheeks sucking in, then puffing out 
thick smoke. 
I moved away from the back wall and walked down the center aisle to the 
middle of the church and slid my stiff body along the hard wooden pew and 
got on my knees. I clasped my hands tight and tried to thread my thoughts 
together, focus on something to settle my nerves. I watched the candle flames 
flicker low then rise like yellow red flutes and cast long thin shadows against 
the high stone walls. A white banner was draped along a side wall and print-
ed on it, in bold blood red, were the words COME IN PEACE-GO IN 
PEACE. Stained-glass windows rose up behind the altar and caught the light 
from the candles and glowed in deep gold, sky blue and a kind of pure green 
I remember seeing as a kid only in the midst of a perfect summer. I smelled 
the sharp piercing scent of incense and sucked a breath into my lungs. 
"Let's just listen in the quiet a little while, OK?" I said, "I just want to be 
quiet a second." Mitch peered at me between puffs of his cigar. 
"Suit yourself, kiddo," he said, moving over to the gold-painted pulpit 
next to the altar. A large, thick Bible rested on the pulpit and he opened it and 
began to read, his brow furrowed in the amber candlelight. He read to himself, 
though slightly out loud, so I could hear his mumbled drawl, a whispered 
echo, as I sat and collected myself. His words trailed back to me, soft and 
smooth as aged stone, and I could almost hear snatches of what he read, some-
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thing from Genesis: "In the beginning ... heaven and earth ... God created ... 
on the seventh . . . " 
I needed quiet. Silence. I needed to think about something, anything, or 
soon I knew I'd break down, curl up into the fetal position and then Mitch 
would have to carry me home like a baby. Of course, I didn't want that. I 
always felt like I had to be stoic and hard when I was with him, and if I start-
ed talking I knew the brave mask I'd constructed for myself would disinte-
grate and my voice would break and if I heard my voice break I knew I'd start 
to cry and I didn't want him to see me weak. So I just sat there, silently, lis-
tening to the slight echo of his words floating through the air, hoping a breath 
of calm might settle over me, cool my hot stomach. 
Outside the church a car rolled past, probably a garbage truck, its metal 
clanging over the potholes. A few of those dawn sparrows started to yammer 
away. I've always despised the sound of sparrows at dawn. It's the sound of 
complete loneliness. I tried to picture the light coming up in the east over Lake 
Michigan. A clear blue black starry night giving way to daylight and a pink-
bowed sunrise enveloping the sky. 
When I was much younger, maybe five or six years old, a Mexican fami-
ly moved in across the street from us. There were a couple kids close to my 
age, a boy named Angelo and his sister, Maria. We played together every day 
after school. When I'd go over to their house I'd clamber up the concrete steps 
in the backyard to the kitchen and poke my nose against the screen door. Mrs. 
Garcia would be in the kitchen most afternoons and she would turn from the 
stove to appraise me and smile and shout, "Hey, Angelo ... Maria! Your lit-
tle gringo friend is here to see you!" And she'd throw her head back and laugh 
long and loud as they scampered down the stairs. She'd be wearing a gravy-
stained apron around her plump stomach and sweat would roll down her fore-
head and she'd rustle the large black skillet on the stove with one hand and the 
flame from the stove would kick up. Then she'd take a thin white pancake 
from a package and put it on the skillet. Soon the warmest aroma I've ever 
known would flower into the air. "Tortillas ... " she'd say, in a thick rolling 
accent. "You want a tortilla, little gringo?" I'd nod my head slowly and she'd 
pluck the tortilla off the skillet with a deft finger and place a pat of butter on 
it and the butter would begin to melt and spread around the hot tortilla. I'd take 
a curious bite and taste the warmth of it, the clean buttery warmth of it and its 
slight bitter burn. I haven't tasted anything since that reminded so much of 
home and safety. 
Mitch cleared his throat and I looked up to see him smack the Bible with 
the palm of his hand and slam it closed. 
"Ahem ... ahem," he coughed theatrically, gripping both sides of the pulpit 
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with his raw red hands. He cleared his throat a couple more times and tilted his 
head back slightly, looking over the empty church at an imaginary audience with 
. the pompous air of an overfed priest. Then his eyes stopped dead on me. 
"We are gathered here today, my brethren," he intoned, "to read from the 
holy book according to me. Yes, that's me, yours truly. A reading from the 
holy book according to Mitch. Saint Mitch. An epistle, if you will. The Gospel 
of Mitch. Patron saint of drunks, lock pickers, dope smokers, car thieves, con 
artists, beat poets, smack shooters, wife beaters, the homeless, runaway chil-
dren, street-comer whores, cab drivers, crack addicts, the molested and the 
molesters, and etc. and etc. and etc .... " He stepped back from the pulpit and 
allowed himself a brief bow. The candlelight flickered off his pale cheek-
bones. His brown hair was matted down against his sweat-shined forehead. 
The light really did something for him. He did look, somehow, if only for a 
second, holy. 
"Now I'm going to share a story with you. It's a story with no moral, lit-
tle meaning and a lot of action. OK? Ready?" He paused. There was silence. 
"All right. This is about my little stint down south in Carbondale when I 
got two years in the state penitentiary for beating up those cops. You know that 
story, right? Broke into that auto-parts store to steal some shock absorbers for 
Dad's piece of junk Volkswagen Beetle? You heard that story, right, Jelly?" He 
raised an eyebrow at me and I nodded. Yes, I had heard parts of that story. 
The Great Auto-Parts Store Break In, as it very quickly came to be known, 
was by now firmly embedded in the family's mythology and a fair enough 
time had passed to where my mother and father could look back on it with a 
smile and laugh. But back then, well, those days were rough, even for me, the 
young and spoiled little brother. 
Though Mitch was quite good at breaking into places like auto-parts 
stores, he wasn't very good at avoiding the police. So he'd get caught. In this 
case walking down the street with a shock absorber in each hand. The cops 
would show up, my brother would be shit drunk and beat the crap out of them, 
then he'd feel bad about it and use the policeman's walkie-talkie to call for 
back-up. Then he'd go to prison. 
I watched him contemplate the ashes of his cigar. Then he took a long 
draw, sucking in his cheeks, thick feathery streams of smoke clouding his face. 
He leaned forward on the pulpit and from where I sat in the middle of that 
empty church, my arms folded on top of the pew in front of me, my hot stom-
ach churning with an unnamed ache, he seemed like an apparition from out of 
nowhere. 
"They put me in a cell with this guy named Rodney, but everyone called-
him Red, on account of his bright flame-colored hair. One cold winter night 
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when Red was seven years old the house where he lived with his mother 
burned to the ground. The house was one of those run-down clapboard three 
flats, the kind that disappear in a puff of smoke every so often. Red's mother 
took off and left Red in the fire. She saved herself. She didn't even think about 
her son. But somebody got him out, a fireman, I guess. Red was wearing paja-
mas when the fire hit him. Kind of fabric that sticks to your skin when it bums, 
and the doctors had to tear it off. Red told me it sounded like someone ripping 
a T-shirt into rags and the doctors would grit their teeth every time they tore 
at him. It was like they were tearing his soul away from him, Jelly. His own 
skin. What made him human. And where was this boy's Savior? After all the 
operations, Red's skin looked pale and waxy, like a doll. He never saw his 
mother again. Never knew his father. Nobody wanted this kid, Jelly. He went 
from foster home to foster home. Nobody cared. He must a been a sight. Some 
red-haired monster with white eyelashes burned to stubs and that shiny, shiny 
doll skin. No lips ... fingers all crooked ... nose bent ... cold blue eyes ... 
On his eighteenth birthday he went off and killed two high school kids who 
were making out in their car. He put a bullet in each of their heads and went 
on his merry way. These kids were on some sort of first date, you know? Out 
for a kick. And they'd parked their car next to a lake in a forest preserve just 
outside the town of Carbondale, Illinois. Red used to go out there by himself 
at night with a bag of radishes and a bottle of vodka and watch the stars shoot 
holes into the darkness. That's a quote, Jelly. He coulda been a poet in this life 
or any other if he'd had any kind of hope. But no one ever gave him any. Least 
of all your little lambie Jesus and his sweet saints floating up above. Red went 
to prison for double murder and wasn't ever getting out." 
Mitch stopped speaking and cupped his left hand under his right elbow as 
he raised the cigar to his lips, tapping off a long gray ash with his index fin-
ger before taking a deep draw. I could see his bemused eyes twinkling through 
the cigar smoke. I leaned back against the wooden pew, stretched my legs. 
"So how'd you end up in a cell with a murderer? All you did was asswhip 
a couple overweight cops. That's not murder, you know?" My voice was like 
sandpaper, tired and dry. 
"One of those cops happened to be a son-in-law of the Governor and that 
didn't sit too well with anybody," Mitch said, "So they put me in maximum 
security to teach me a lesson, I guess." 
I smiled and laughed. I didn't believe him. He was always the storyteller 
in the family. He and Mom would stay up all night while Mitch told her the 
stories of his travels. And I would be sent off to bed early but then crawl on 
my belly across the floor of my room to poke my head out the door, and I 
would listen to the stories he would tell my mother, his voice and my mother's 
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cigarette-husked laughter trailing down the hallway, the yellow lamplight 
from the living room falling on the brown carpet. 
"So, if this is true, why did Red tell you all this stuff?" 
"Well, my little brother, I think he trusted me. That's the only reason I can 
think of. I taught him how to play chess. That's what we did all day. Talk and 
play chess. He called me the professor. He thought I was smart. And he was 
the only white member of the black-only gang that ran the prison. He shanked 
a guard, I think, and so they made him an honorary member. Nobody messed 
with him. And because I was in good with him and he liked me, nobody both-
ered me. Red kept me alive, Jelly. The guy saved my life because I taught him 
how to play chess. I wouldn't have made it two days if it weren't for him and 
he knew it. I never let him beat me at chess, either. I think he respected that. 
'Course he scared me. I mean, he'd done some killing in his time and there 
wasn't much you'd put past him. But I understood him, I think. Or I under-
stood what he did. And I liked him. Underneath all that waxy red skin was 
some poor kid who never had any hope. So I didn't judge him. How could I? 
After all was said and done, wasn't I in the same cell as he was? 
"And so one day, five months into my sentence, a prison guard, a thin 
acne-faced guy the name of Thorson, waltzed by our cell and handed Red a 
stack of National Geographic magazines. Tucked inside each of these maga-
zines was a metal shank filed so sharp you could slice a country ham with it 
and never look back. A prisoner had made these shanks and slipped them to 
Thorson, who was taking the green handshake, if you know what I mean. So 
they had a riot planned or some half-hatched plan about an escape, I never 
really knew. But I was in on it, because Red was in on it. I was his friend, see? 
But I couldn't do it. If we got caught, which we surely would, I'd just end up 
doing more time. And I wasn't made to survive in prison. So a few days later 
I slipped a note to a guard and told him to make sure the warden saw it. And 
then I thought maybe he was in on the whole thing. Nothing happened for 
three days. Three days I didn't sleep or eat. I could barely breathe. Red start-
ed acting funny. Asking me all sorts of questions. And I looked him in the eye 
and told him it was nerves or ulcers. I still thought he was my friend. That's 
what he was, right? He'd saved my life. And then on the fourth day, about five 
in the morning, some guards came charging down the gangway and got me out 
of there. A whole big commotion. A fuckin' mess, really. People screaming 
their eyes out, banging on cells, throwin' shit everywhere. They put the place 
on lockdown for a day and searched all the cells. Found what they needed to 
find. The Governor sent me out to work off the rest of my sentence on his 
farm, milking cows, baling hay, mending fences. That was a sweet life out 
there, for sure, living on that farm." 
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Mitch took one last brief puff on his cigar then stubbed it out in the mid-
dle of the altar and left the butt there. He moved about the platform and blew 
out each of the candles he'd lit, the smoke rising up like thin white gowns to 
the ceiling and it was a new day all of a sudden. The birds outside were in full 
cry and a faint stream of sunlight filed through the stained-glass windows. 
Mitch walked down the aisle slowly, his boots heavy and scuffing along the 
stone floor of the church. He yawned, stretched, and slid along the pew next 
to me. His hair, matted with sweat, clung to his forehead, and his breath stunk 
with the smell from his cigar. His face was puffy, fatter and more weary than 
I'd remembered. I'd never noticed, maybe. 
"Whatever happened to Red?" I asked. 
"I found out later. They killed him. The gang that had planned the whole 
thing thought he betrayed them. They worked him over with steel pipes. Broke 
his feet then worked their way up. Kid never had a chance." I watched Mitch's 
eyes closely. 
"Is that a true story? What you just told me?" 
"Yes, Jelly, that was a true story," he said. "Every word. So much for hope, 
huh?" 
We were quiet, the both of us, our breathing soft. I turned my head slight-
ly to glance at him out of the comer of my eye and watched his stomach rise 
against his shirt with his breathing as he looked at the colors of the stained-
glass windows brighten with sun. I still wasn't sure whether I believed him. 
"C'mon," he said, using the pew in front of him as a crutch to pull himself 
up, "let's go get some breakfast. I need an omelet or something." 
We slipped out the way we'd come in. Mitch slammed the church door 
shut and we moved off down the street. It was no longer snowing. The sun was 
up and very bright. Not a cloud in the sky. 
We'd walked a few blocks towards some run-down ham 'n' egger that 
Mitch said he knew about, but the location of the place seemed to grow more 
vague with every step we took. He turned to me: 
"So what about hope, then, huh? Go on and tell me about hope ... well? 
What about it?" He tried to sound eloquent though his words were slurred with 
the residue of schnapps and Pabst Blue Ribbon and cigar smoke and a long 
night of talk. And as he walked beside me, both looking at me and keeping an 
eye ahead of him, his right foot, the toe of his black boot, scuffed the lip of a 
raised crack in the sidewalk, sending him stumbling a few paces ahead of me. 
He didn't fall, though. He always had an essential nimbleness when it came to 
walking, I'll grant him that. He waited for me to catch up to him, a thin-lipped 
smile spread over his face that could have been just a brotherly smile but also 
might have been a ready-to-commit-violence smile. 
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"Isn't hope the thing with feathers?" Mitch asked, his brow furrowed with 
what seemed like a kind of emptiness. The cold winter morning coiled his 
white breaths. His nose was the color of a ripe tomato. 
"Nope," I said, "hope's the thing that stumbles. Congrats. You're hope all 
by yourself." I regretted saying that to my brother just then. My words came 
out more angry and unkind than I'd intended. He put his head down and kept 
walking. 
"You asshole," he whispered, "after telling you what I did and that's what 
you say to me ... ?" 
I tried to appear nonchalant as he said this, though I know I didn't do a 
very good job. My brother's always had a curious and powerful effect on me 
and I suddenly felt crushed, though again, I did my best to hide it. And then 
he took three quick steps in front of me and started jogging backwards down 
the street, his cold, white, cigar-scented breaths shooting into my face. I won-
dered for a moment whether he was getting ready to pop a fist into my eye in 
return for my smartass remark and I decided to not tum away or flinch, to just 
take it (because I deserved it). 
His body resembled a beer keg. He has real skinny legs. And he always 
had a certain lightness to him. Always light on his feet, like Fred Astaire in a 
black leather coat and black work boots. 
"Hey," he said all of a sudden, "I knew a girl named Hope once, did I ever 
tell you that story, Jelly? Huh? I ever tell you 'bout Hope ... uh ... Hope ... 
oh I can't remember her last name ... Hope something or other and she was 
sweet on me, yeah, she was real sweet on me ... man! God, I'd love to see her 
again! Shit, man ... " 
Then he turned away from me and started running towards McFee Park, 
flapping his arms like a drunk seagull and yelling, kind of singsongy, at the 
top of his lungs, "O aahm gonna fly awayee and find my little Hope wherev-
er you may beee ... " 
I started half-heartedly to run after him, though I was beginning to reach 
the point beyond giving a shit. I really wanted some breakfast, some toast, cof-
fee, a cigarette. But I caught up to him, heaving, feeling like I might vomit, at 
a little bowl-shaped aluminum picnic shelter in the middle of the park that 
people used for social gatherings and cookouts. There were a couple of 
scarred, beat-up picnic tables and benches carved with ornate and graphic bits 
of graffiti: local folklore, pledges of love, gang signs. I stretched out length-
wise on one of the benches and fiddled through the pockets of my jacket for a 
cigarette but found only an empty, crumpled pack. 
Mitch leaped atop one of the picnic tables and stomped his feet, just to see 
what it sounded like, I guess. He bent over and retrieved an empty bottle of 
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Jack Daniel's that some poor bum had polished off and discarded. He started 
blowing into the bottle, his breath making light, round flute music. 
"Hey, Jelly ... know what the sound of the universe is?" 
I turned my head away, looked off to the far end of the park. At the edge, 
the streetlights were still on and they shined an odd, spangled orange color, 
like large blurred diamonds. 
"Can we just fucking go and get something to eat? Please?" I half shout-
ed. 
"First you have to answer my question, Jelly," Mitch said, like a persistent 
schoolteacher. I thought I heard a small yelp of desperation creep into his 
voice. "Now, Jelly, do you know or don't you know what the sound is that 
guides the uni verse?" 
I gave up. "No," I said, weakly, "I don't." 
I turned my head back around to look up at him, hovering there atop the 
picnic table. He had a jagged smile wedged across his face. 
"OK, then," he said, pleased. "It's this ... " He went into a half-crouch, 
bunched his fists into tight balls and scooped a deep lungful of air from the 
cold, bright morning. 
"OOOOOOOOOOOooooooooooooommmmmmmmmm," he hummed 
without redrawing a breath. "AAAAhhhhOOOOOOooommmmmmmmm." 
His eyes were closed and his face was raised up, almost in prayer. I'd never 
even seen him pray. His voice started to reverberate, kind of resonate and echo 
back on itself as it bounced off the curved ceiling of the aluminum shelter. The 
whole world seemed to shudder and shake. The sound invaded my stomach 
and I felt like I was floating on a wave of soft, warm water. He stopped then. 
And the silence that replaced his voice was the loudest thing I'd ever heard. 
"Pretty neat, huh?" he said. "I used to sneak out here when I was a kid, 
before you were born, and hum like that." 
Neither of us moved for a few minutes. It started to snow again. 
Then Mitch dropped down next to me on the bench, raised my feet and 
rested them on his lap, his pale fingers playing with the loops of my shoelaces. 
He just seemed to deflate. Empty out, like a balloon with a leak. His chest and 
shoulders sagged slowly inward. There was nothing I could do. Then he said 
he wished he was a kid again. I said I wished I was, too. And then I thought, 
well, where's the hope in that? 
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The Story of Wanda 
Janet Leu 
Wanda Wu's most despicable childhood memory was when her next-door neighbor, Anthony Trenton, tried to stuff his tongue between 
her lips at the tender age of five. It was a hot summer day and Anthony, who 
was two years older and quite the hyperactive child, invited himself over to 
the Wu residence for some cookies and lemonade. Wanda's parents were 
inside, sitting on the couch four feet apart, backs straight, bodies at a ninety-
degree angle, watching the daily Chinese soap opera on Channel 62, oblivious 
to the latent perversions that afflicted certain young children. 
Anthony and Wanda were playing tag in the backyard. Wanda never 
thought playing tag with Anthony was very fair, since he was about five inch-
es taller and two years older. Wanda herself was small and thin, with two shiny 
black pigtails sticking out from either side of her head. Her mother usually 
dressed her in modest shorts that hung down to her knees and a T-shirt that 
hung off her wiry frame like an abandoned tent flapping in the wind. Anthony 
also had an advantage over her because he was wearing his worn-out Nike ten-
nis shoes, while Wanda was wearing pastel pink flip-flops that ate into the ten-
der skin of her feet. 
"I bet you can't catch me!" Anthony yelled at her, putting both of his 
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thumbs on his ears and wiggling his fingers around as he stuck out his tongue. 
"I run faster than you and I'm a boy! Ha ha!" 
"No fair!" Wanda squealed, chasing after him. The two of them ran along 
the neatly pruned greenery and flowers in the backyard. Anthony, the strong-
legged boy who was usually seen playing catch in his front yard with his 
father, was always at least five steps ahead of Wanda. Wanda trailed after him, 
around the purple-pansy flower beds and wooden chairs, feeling her face tum 
red and her chest heave. She followed him as they rushed down the little 
cement corridor that led from the backyard into the front yard. Anthony 
stopped as he came to heavy black iron gates and took a deep breath. Wanda 
happily caught up to him, reached over, and gave him a hard tap on the shoul-
der. 
"Got you!" she exclaimed, giggling. 
"I have a present for you, since you got me," Anthony said, his green eyes 
twinkling. Wanda always thought Anthony looked a little bit like Howdy 
Doody, or that main character from Mad magazine that her parents forbade her 
to read, since Anthony had bright red hair that always stuck out in all direc-
tions and a pale face liberally sprinkled with freckles. Better yet, he was also 
missing at least one tooth, making him look to Wanda like a red-headed 
beaver. The kids at school always called him names like Carrottop and Red 
and, of course, Howdy Doody. 
"What are you going to give me?" Wanda asked eagerly, wondering what 
kind of surprise Anthony was hiding in the pockets of his dirty jeans. 
Anthony smiled at her. "Close your eyes!" 
"Is it a surprise?" 
"Yes! Close your eyes!" 
Wanda did as told and instinctively held out both of her hands to him. She 
could hear the humming motors of cars passing in the distance and the chirp-
ings of a neighborhood bird or two. She wondered what Anthony was going 
to give her. 
She felt two bony hands around her shoulders. She shuddered because her 
relatives were usually the only ones who touched her that way. 
"Now keep your eyes closed!" Anthony reminded her. 
Then she felt something warm and soft find its way into her mouth, mov-
ing back and forth and colliding with her tongue. Instantly, she felt a cold chill 
run along her arms and legs, and her stomach began to feel queasy. Whatever 
it was tried to pry deeper into her mouth, wiggling like a slippery newborn 
baby slug. All the while she could feel two skinny arms squeeze tightly around 
her back. She could taste something simultaneously sweet and sour-sugar 
cookies and lemonade-in her mouth. Her two eyes quickly opened and she 
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saw Anthony, his face extremely close to hers, with his eyes closed and his 
mouth on top of hers. 
Suddenly, the lunch in Wanda's stomach began to rumble uncontrollably, 
and before she knew it, it flew its way up, out of her mouth and into 
Anthony's. At that moment, she shoved him away from her as hard as she 
could and began to scream. 
"Mama!" she hollered. "Mama!" 
Anthony stared at her in amazement, wiping the chunky beige liquid from 
his face and spitting bits of it from his lips. "You meanie Chink! I was just try-
ing to kiss you and you threw up on me!" 
"That was gross, Anthony!" Wanda cried. "Only grown-ups can do that!" 
"That's not true!" he protested. "I saw my big brother Stan doing that to a 
girl, and he's only three years older than me!" 
Wanda could feel the tears running down her face, and the vomit sliding 
down her chin and onto her shirt. "Mama!" she screamed again, this time run-
ning for the screen door that opened into the living room from the backyard, 
The screen door made a shrieking sound, and then two thundering pairs of 
feet trampled on the cement. Seconds later, both her mother and her father 
appeared and stared incredulously at her and Anthony and the vomit all over 
both of them. 
"Are you OK?" her mother screamed in her shrill voice with the heavy 
Chinese accent, as she held her daughter in her arms and patted her on the 
head. "Are you OK?" 
"Mama!" Wanda shrieked. "Anthony is gross!" 
"Why Anthony gross?" her father demanded, glaring at Anthony. 
"Hey, hey, Wu, I didn't do anything!" Anthony protested, shrugging his 
shoulders and thrusting his hands into his pockets. "Wanda threw up on me!" 
Wanda's father turned to his wife. "It must have been bad cookie dough!" 
"Noo, noo!" Wanda whined. "Anthony stuffed his tongue into my mouth!" 
Anthony glared at her. "Did not!" 
"Did too! It felt yucky!" 
Wanda's father grabbed Anthony by the shoulders and shook him hard. 
"You disgusting boy! How did your parents raise you?" 
"At least they didn't raise me to be some sissy-ass China girl!" Anthony 
sneered, sticking his tongue out. 
"Don't talking to us like that!" Wanda's mother said. 
"I can if! want to! It's a free country, not like the country you came from! " 
Wanda's father let go of Anthony's shoulders and proceeded to clamp his 
right hand onto the back collar of the boy's shirt as he dragged him toward the 
backyard exit. 
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"You get out of here and don't come back!" her father snapped, opening 
the gate and shoving Anthony through it. The gate slammed with a loud clang-
ing sound. 
"Doesn't matter, I don't want to come back to your Chink house any-
more!" Anthony called over the gate. 
"You OK?" Wanda's mother asked her, wiping the tears from her face. 
Wanda sniffed and nodded. "Yes! It was very gross! He tried to put his 
tongue in my mouth! I know it was wrong because on TV only grown-ups can 
do it!" 
"That's right!" Wanda's father added. "That is only for grown-ups to do! 
Anthony is a very dirty, dirty boy for doing that to you!" 
Anthony never set foot in the Wu household again, but at school he always 
made a point of trying to pull on her ponytails and call her "barf bitch." Wanda's 
parents got into a quarrel with Anthony's parents, who claimed that their son was 
only trying to be affectionate with her and meant no harm. A month later the 
entire incident had been forgotten by everyone but Wanda, who was basically 
traumatized. Every time she saw people French-kissing on TV, a wave of nau-
sea swept through her body and all she saw and felt was Anthony's tongue 
moving in her mouth. Even when her parents tried to kiss her on the cheek, 
she couldn't help but feel nervous. 
Wanda also hated the requirement that students had to change into crotch-
length gray shorts and light blue school T-shirts every day before gym class. At 
eleven, she was still bone thin and had no trace of fleshy breast on her chest 
like the other girls did. Sometimes when the girls were changing, she would 
sneak sidelong glances at other girls' chests while she stared straight ahead at 
her empty locker and tried to wrestle with her tiny gym shorts. The locker room 
had always made her uncomfortable, with the multitudes of girls in various 
stages of dress and undress; the varieties of chest sizes were endless. Wanda 
thought she had the smallest chest in the entire locker room. Other girls, espe-
cially the older seventh and eighth graders, had flesh spilling out from their 
fancy bras; some were even in shiny, transparent material, some were in black 
lace, some had extra padding that made the meaty parts spill out even more. 
Their panties were even more amazing, as some of the girls wore those things 
that showed their behinds or were cut extremely high on the waist. She won-
dered how on earth their parents would approve of them wearing such things. 
Wanda had occasionally seen her mother in strange contraptions covering her 
breasts when she was younger, and remembered that she especially enjoyed 
wearing bras that were flesh-colored with heavily padded cups. Her mother had 
told her that she could wear the same thing when she got older. Wanda thought 
Janet Leu 45 
they looked pretty uncomfortable, elastic straps and all. 
The day Wanda and her mother went back-to-school shopping before she 
started the sixth grade, they went to Robinson's-May in search of some under-
wear for her. Her mother picked out nondescript pairs of plain white cotton 
briefs in packages of four, with the waistband that reached an inch over the 
navel and covered an inch of her upper thighs. Wanda realized that her mother 
had been buying the same kind of underwear for her ever since she had graduat-
ed from diapers and training pants, but she didn't complain. Her mother pulled 
her over to where the bras were sold and rummaged around the racks. She 
ordered Wanda to try on a very modest white bra in the dressing room, and as 
she did, she felt a strange sensation on her chest where those two dark, pointy 
things were, as they hardened against the smooth cotton fabric. The feeling 
was almost tingly, tickly, but made her feel extremely naked, even though she 
still had on her jeans and sneakers. She quickly pulled down the straps, rotat-
ed the bra around her rib cage so the fasteners were in front of her, and 
unhooked and peeled it off. Wearing a bra made her chest feel funny! 
"Mama, I don't want to wear this!" Wanda complained as she found her 
mother again. 
Her mother pursed her lips. "But you have to! Now is the time!" 
"But it's uncomfortable!" 
"You'll get used to it!" 
She noticed that her mother was holding about six other white bras in her 
hand. She remembered that the bras came in other colors, such as pink or yel-
low, and she decided to ask her mother if she could have some in other colors . 
"No!" her mother snapped. "White good for girls, for good girls! No col-
ors! They will show through your clothes!" 
She nodded. "OK." 
Basically, she had multiple pairs of the same undergarments, but it really 
felt as if she were wearing the same things over and over, due to lack of vari-
ety. That was why she was so fascinated by watching the other girls in the 
locker room. Some of them wore different styles and colors for every day of 
the week. She didn't know why her mother always bought her things in the 
same styles and colors, but she was sure that her mother was right and doing 
it for her own good, since that was a favorite line of hers. When Wanda tried 
to see what bra size she wore, the little white tag on the back simply read 
SMALL in tiny blue letters. Small. She overheard some of the other girls say-
ing that they were 34Bs, 32AAs, or something of that sort. When she asked 
another sixth-grade girl who loved announcing that her bra size was 32A, the 
same girl turned up her nose and told her that she was flat, so she had to wear 
a training bra. She wasn't even wearing a real bra, but one of those fake bras 
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that were made for little girls who wanted to wear bras and thought they were 
grown up, but still had nothing to put into them. When she confronted her 
mother about the subject, her mother simply nodded. It made her chest feel 
even smaller than it already was, like it was as tiny as the point of a pushpin 
or as minuscule as an ant. 
"Hey, whaddaya starin' at?" a gruff girl's voice demanded from out of no-
where. Wanda froze. She could feel someone standing over her as she was sit-
ting on the cold wooden bench. She could feel many eyes staring at them. As 
she looked up, an angry-looking eighth-grade girl with teased blond hair and 
a large chest spilling out of her purple bra-Wanda could not help but notice 
the two little eyes peeking at her from underneath the purple lace-was star-
ing down at her. 
"Me?" Wanda asked meekly. 
The girl scowled and snapped her bubblegum. "Yeah, you! Are you starin' 
at my tits?" 
Wanda stayed silent. Her eyes quickly looked again; the eighth-grader's 
breasts seemed much larger than hers would ever be, and she doubted that her 
chest would ever nestle in something as wicked-looking as a purple lace bra. 
"Yeah, she is!" a gleeful female voice called from the distance. It didn't 
take much for Wanda to figure out that they were the center of attention. 
"Why are you starin' at my tits?" the angry blond demanded. 
"Uh ... uh, they are big and your bra looks interesting," Wanda said quietly. 
A chorus of high-pitched girl laughter penetrated the locker room. 
"Yeah, they're big!" the girl said proudly, sticking both of her hands under 
her purple lace breasts and pushing them up and together, forming two fleshy 
white mountains. "You just fuckin' look at me because you're fuckin' flat-
chested, don't you?" 
"She doesn't even wear a real bra-she wears a training bra!" someone 
else shouted. 
The girls all laughed. Wanda felt as if she didn't have any breasts at all. 
The girls made it clear that wearing a training bra, as opposed to a real bra, 
was a horrible thing. She wasn't part of the crowd and grown up yet, since she 
still didn't have much to put into a bra cup. Embarrassed, she crossed her arms 
over her chest, hoping her breasts would be safely hidden. 
The leader of the pack, the purple-lace queen, reached over with both 
hands and clamped them down onto Wanda's wrists, trying to pry her hands 
off her chest. "Oh, you're so embarrassed, aren't you, because you have no 
tits!" 
"Leave me alone!" Wanda cried. "Help! Help!" 
"Shut up! There is no locker-room person on duty today! Now show me 
your tits!" 
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Wanda sniffed. Her tears were there again. "No!" 
"You better show me them, or me and the girls are gonna kick your ass!" 
That did it for Wanda. The girl loosened her grip on her wrists and 
Wanda's arms dropped lazily to her sides. Impatiently, the girl took one of 
Wanda's bra straps in each of her hands and yanked the straps down her upper 
arms, stopping at her elbows. Her chest was now in full view, and Wanda had 
never felt so naked and scared in front of people before. Her nipples became 
erect with the sudden burst of fresh air, and the girls laughed. All of them did. 
Their laughter rang in her ears, and though there were about nine or ten girls 
crowded around her in this section of the locker room, it felt as if there were 
a hundred girls, a hundred mouths, a hundred mouths that were laughing at her 
and her small chest. 
"Oh, poor baby's crying!" one of the girls sneered. 
"Well, she is still a baby, 'cause she's got no tits!" the lead girl said. "She 
looks like a boy!" 
Wanda pulled her bra straps up, as she was desperate to cover up her chest 
agam. 
"I bet she's never gonna grow any tits, either!" another girl added. 
"Well, you'll never be as big as me!" the girl in the purple-lace bra said. 
"I'm a 36C. You probably can't even fill up an A cup yet!" 
"Or a double A," another girl jeered. 
"You wear ugly bras and underwear too!" the purple-lace girl said. "They 
look like little girls' underwear!" 
Wanda finally realized that she had been sitting on the bench all this time, 
wearing only her plain white cotton briefs and pristine white training bra. No 
wonder she had been picked out of the crowd-she should've had her clothes 
on in the first place if she wanted to avoid any confrontations! She hastily 
threw her pink T-shirt over her neck, got up, and stepped into her loose brown 
pants. The girls were still in her peripheral vision, watching her, amused. 
"If I find out that you stuff your bra to make your tits look bigger, I'm 
gonna kick your ass!" the girl in the purple bra growled at her, also throwing 
along one of those famous dirty looks with narrowed eyes and pursed lips that 
junior-high girls were notorious for. 
"I don't stuff my bra!" Wanda protested. 
The girl laughed. "Duh, don't you understand English, stupid? I said if. 
OK?" 
"OK," Wanda said, reaching for her backpack. "I'm going." 
"Fine, No-Tits! We'll just get you next time!" 
Wanda rushed out of the girls' locker room with a chorus of girly laugh-
ter pursuing her from behind. She ran over to the science building and leaned 
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against the gray stucco wall, crying and out of breath. As her chest heaved, she 
paid close attention to her breasts, which were practically invisible underneath 
her baggy shirt. She had always known that her chest was pretty small, but had 
no idea that it bothered other people so much. Wanda wondered if the girls 
were right and whether she would ever grow. She didn't want to have a small 
chest for the rest of her life! 
The teasing went on for the rest of the school year, but the girls did noth-
ing more than laugh at her and call her names, like No-Tits, Board-Bitch and 
Training-Bra, among many others. Wanda became used to it; she had been 
researching options on how to make her chest larger, and none of them seemed 
very feasible. First of all, her mother would never buy her a fancy padded bra 
that pushed her breasts up and together, and she didn't have enough money her-
self. Besides, she didn't have anything to put into those bras anyway! There 
were also certain pills and creams that a girl could use to make her breasts big-
ger, but the money situation came into play again. There was also the option of 
surgery, and Wanda shuddered at the thought of someone cutting her up and 
putting sacks of saline into her body. Last but not least, there was stuffing her 
bra, and she definitely did not want to get beaten up by any of the older girls in 
the locker room. As a girl who didn't have much choice and didn't want to get 
hurt or aggravate her parents, Wanda finally decided to just live with her small 
chest and the constant teasing. 
Another disturbing thing happened to Wanda when she was twelve and in 
the seventh grade. Most of the girls who made fun of her small chest had grad-
uated to high school, but the girls who were still in junior high took their place. 
Wanda's parents tried to get her mind off her chest by making sure she did all 
her homework and forcing her to join an accelerated math program that was 
already teaching her trigonometry at the age of twelve. They made sure her 
grades were always at the top of her class, for her father told her that excellent 
grades were more important than good looks and a large chest. Worrying 
about appearances and boys was simply a very bad distraction from the acad-
emic potential of a young girl. There was already talk of Wanda applying to a 
very renowned college, such as MIT, Caltech, maybe Stanford or Yale. It was 
almost appalling, as college was six years away, but her parents said it was 
never too early to prepare. From what she gathered, she was supposed to begin 
preparing for her SATs the summer before she began high school, so she 
would have a head start on everyone else. 
Wanda obeyed her parents and accepted that her life would be more com-
plete if she ignored frivolous things and concentrated only on her schoolwork 
and her future. Questioning her parents' authority seemed downright scary to 
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her. She thought things would be much better if she would just submit, since 
she knew what they were doing was for her own good. 
In about seventh grade, Wanda noticed her classmates were beginning to 
talk dirty. They were saying words that she had never heard before, like cunt, 
shit, and dick. She was too shy to ask any of her classmates what those words 
meant, so when she was eating dinner with her mother and father one evening 
(she was an only child) she decided to ask them if they knew. 
"What does fuck mean?" Wanda asked curiously. She had seen the word 
scrawled in big red letters in a bathroom stall. 
Her mother had been trying to secure a piece of broccoli with a pair of 
chopsticks when she heard this. Suddenly she paused with the broccoli about 
three inches in front of her mouth, and the chopsticks slid through her fingers 
and landed onto the tabletop. 
"What?" her mother screeched. 
"Where did you learn such a dirty word?" her father demanded. 
Wanda was afraid. Whatever it meant, it must have been really bad. "From 
school." 
"Those American kids!" her father complained. "They have no respect!" 
"They bad influence on you!" her mother added. "I to punish you for say-
ing that word at the dinner table!" 
"B-but-" Wanda began. 
Her father slammed his fist down onto the table, and the plates and bow ls 
shook. 
"Don't talk back to your parents!" 
Her mother sprang out of her chair, rushed over to Wanda, and yanked her 
out of the chair by the wrist. She dragged her to the living room and pushed 
her face down into the couch, her rear end sticking up in the sir. Wanda knew 
what was coming. This punishment was reserved for serious offenses. The last 
time she was punished like this was when she had said "Shut up" in the pres-
ence of her family. 
The first initial blow from her mother's hand landed on the right side of 
her posterior. It made a loud cracking sound, and she could tell that her moth-
er was breathing heavily and grunting. Then came one on her left butt cheek. 
"Don't you ever talk back to us or saying such dirty words in this house!" 
her mother screamed. "You are bad girl! We do so much for you and try to help 
you with school, and this is what we get? Those stupid white American kids 
are bad influence on you! You should know better than that!" 
Wanda didn't have the nerve to respond. Her mother began to alternate 
from left to right, each time harder, crack! crack! crack! until Wanda counted 
up to fifty. Her rear end was tingling and sore. 
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"I hope you learning your lesson!" her mother said. "Now go to your room 
and think about what you did! After table is clear, you come down to the din-
ner table and do all your homework!" 
"Yes," Wanda managed to say. 
"What did you say?" her mother yelled. 
"Yes, Mama," Wanda repeated, this time louder. 
"Your mother and I just want you to behave," her father called from the 
dining room. "What we do is for your own good. We do this because we love 
you and want you to be a good girl. Next time you will think twice before say-
ing such words in this house!" 
Wanda's mother pulled her daughter up onto her feet and dragged her by 
the wrist to the dining room, then pushed her down to her knees directly in 
front of where her father was sitting. "Say you are sorry to your father!" 
"I am very sorry, Father!" Wanda said obediently. 
"Hold out both your hands," Wanda's father commanded. She did as told. 
"At least she sometimes does what she is told," her father told her mother. 
"But it's still not good enough for us!" 
"I'm sorry," Wanda repeated. 
With both hands held out in front of her, Wanda's father repeated the 
process of giving her violent smacks on alternating hands with his palms. This 
time she had counted to ten when he stopped. She did not have any idea how 
much she had been crying until he finished, as he took one look at her and 
said, "You coward! You are such a disgrace to us! Go wash your face!" 
"Stop crying!" her mother added. "If you hadn't said that word, none of 
this would have happened!" 
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Shattered 
Jennifer Plants 
Hair should be just some colored thing that snakes out of your head, part of you, not separate like a hat. But for Mamee, the years of color 
alteration had left her hair the color of red leather, hanging in a thick shiny 
block down her back. Her bangs, cut wide and stubby like a bad doll haircut, 
stuck only halfway down her wide, white forehead. 
When she'd first dyed her hair at the age of twenty, it was a kind of reli-
gious awakening. Her bark-colored locks with the sunny streaks along the 
crown were suddenly transformed into streaming burgundy waves that turned 
the color of her white blouse black. Rinsing the dye from her hair that first 
time, she knelt on the gritty nubs of her bathmat and hung her head over the 
white porcelain lip of the tub. The water gushed out of the· silver spigot. "This 
is my body. This is my blood." 
She massaged the excess color out of her strands and scalp with the pads 
of her fingers, and the delicate warmth of the water ran through her hair and 
her hands and her eyes-like blood it filled up the bathtub faster than it could 
gurgle down the drain. 
Since that first night, when she picked the color to be identical to an 
ancient scrap of Renaissance velvet she once saw in a museum, her hair had 
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been the living thesaurus of red: scarlet, magenta, rosewood, crimson, vermil-
ion, damask, cherry, ruby, claret; the color of a traffic light; red like blood, red 
like a blush, red like wine, red like leather. Leather was the best. Red like a 
fringed suede jacket or hot pants with tiny square pockets on your behind. Red 
like something you covet. 
When she swung her hair behind her shoulders, its color set off the pale 
blue veins reaching up the sides of her neck like stretched fingers. 
She chose her clothes to match her skin, each article the color of pale veg-
etables, the various colors of corn, the transparent white of onion, the earthy 
blotch of scrubbed potato skin. 
Marnee's body curved from forehead to foot, bouncy like before people 
thought firm and solid was the mark of beauty. But you would never say "fat." 
You'd say maybe "zaftig." Maybe "lush." 
Lush. Like the rich color of her hair or the feel of her skin-oppressively 
smooth like quivering marble. Marnee's body was like an old master's paint-
ing; she herself was a painter. 
Marnee liked to sit on a hot, heaving clothes dryer from time to time; at 
home in the cold basement of her apartment complex or at her parents' house 
behind the thinly slatted doors of the utility room. It was comforting: the 
klunky buzz, the heat rising, the smooth, tickly smell, the quivering sway of 
the machine. 
At her job, at the end of the day, she'd climb up the almond metal appli-
ance and perch atop it with the bend of her knee perfectly partnered to the right 
angle at the top of the dryer. She'd rest her hands along the ninety-degree 
bend, her fingers against its warm edge pointing straight to the floor. 
This job, with the high overlapping kids' voices echoing high into the cat-
walks and the rope-hung walls of the old theater, pushed her to the rattly old 
dryer every night. 
Marnee had been hired by a Catholic high school to develop and execute 
a mural for one side of the school, a large-scale work to cover the south side 
of the giant brick lunchbox designated as the school, a work created by stu-
dents, under her supervision, that would greet the buses in the morning, the 
crescent-moon stream of cars dropping off the kids who had dads so wealthy 
that their moms didn't work, and the tiny ten-year-old cars of the teachers. She 
took the job imagining working first in the breezy, paint-spattered confines of 
the art classrooms, with the wide windows open and ushering in columns of 
sunlight, but she didn't know there would be a turpentine fire in the art wing, 
and that her preliminary work would commence under the fly system of an old 
rarely used theater-a new modern auditorium having been built a few years 
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ago in a separate brick lunchbox a few hundred yards from the main building. 
Perhaps it was the nontraditional place of a painter that pushed her to 
make the kids play freeze-tag outside in the cold grass before they started 
painting each day, to make them run up and down the aisles of the ripped-out 
seats shouting the names of their favorite foods , their favorite books, their 
favorite words. It might have been all this that attracted the attention of the 
black-suited men and women with the heavy wooden-doored offices at the 
main entrance of the school, but they seemed not to look too closely at her, as 
long as there was "progress," and the black-suited men and women did hire 
someone for the job who was in art school, of course, so they had expected 
some conflicts. But they believed (they would say as they smoothed the fronts 
of their jackets) in "the power of properly executed art to significantly assist 
in the formation of a mature adult mind." 
Marnee, months away from the precipice of age theory, didn 't feel like 
much of a role model. The rows of well-dressed kids made her feel even older 
than she actually was. Things like the grass stains and concert T-shirts and 
high voices and crying jags and sugar binges reminded her that she was near-
ly half again the age of most of her charges. They were impressed by simple 
things about her life: she didn't live with her parents, she dyed her hair, she 
had seen dirty movies, she didn't have a curfew. 
Perhaps it was the gulf between who she was and who she used to be-
that sixteen-year-old face of hers she saw in those students, or maybe the sixteen-
year-old that she never was-and those students reminded her of that. Anyway, 
after playing and painting she needed the dryer. 
It was tucked behind the gaping, black, back wall of the stage in a long, 
thin room with gray cinderblock walls. The closet room was the forgotten cos-
tume shop, stuffed with sewing machines and racks and racks of sixties party 
dresses and Victorian cloaks and ratty hats perched on top, racks so tight 
together that you had to press through them to get to the other side of the 
room, musty clothes and their wire hangers beating against as you tried to 
squeeze by. It was there that she would go at the end of an after-school session, 
there that she found solace among the dusty sewing machines and the hum of the 
modem time-saving laundering machine. 
Noah was tall like a giraffe with a neck that didn't quite fit his body, like 
he was constantly straining to find the right word. He was pimply like the 
other teenagers who would get their acne airbrushed out of sight on their 
senior-class photos two years later. Noah sported a thick brush of honey brown 
hair and round glasses like an old tailor, and he slouched, afraid of looming 
over the other kids like a parent or a statue. 
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"Marnee?" 
Mamee just let the sound of Noah's voice blend with the hum of the dryer, 
and it just seemed to her such a harmonious union that she didn't answer. She 
wanted him to say it again. 
"Marnee ?" Noah asked louder, the word a little more pointed this time, but 
still blended. 
"Marnee," he said with a period as he entered the tiny costume shop 
behind the stage. Noah bent in the room, first with his head as he said the 
word, then following with his body. His hands were in his pockets, making 
two lumps in the corduroy just below his belt. 
He stood just to the right of Mamee, just past the door and close enough 
to touch her if he wanted. 
"I thought maybe you'd gone home," he said looking at her with his face 
angled to the floor. 
"No," Mamee said, "I'm still here." Mamee kicked her feet a couple of 
times against the front of the dryer. A hollow thunk filled the room for a 
moment. 
"Noah," she said, "what's up? What do you need?" 
Mamee thought of hopping down from the dryer to put her feet on some-
thing still, but Noah was so close to her that the leap might land her too close 
to him, and press her bell-shaped breasts against his chest. She might lose her 
balance and wobble so that he had to catch her by pulling his hands from his 
pockets and encircling her upper arms just under the shoulders, his fingers like 
bracelets. One of the buttons of her blouse might chink against the dirty gold 
of his belt buckle and make them both giggle. What would happen if they 
started laughing? 
"Noah?" Mamee clutched the edge of the dryer tighter, pressing her fin-
gers to the metal until it felt like her bones rubbed against the almond-colored 
surface. 
"Noah? What is it?" 
He tipped his face to Mamee, shot his eyes in a circle around her, and 
straightened his back and shoulders all so sharply in response that Marnee 
leaned back on the dryer as if to brace herself. 
"Would you wait for me?" he asked. His hands were like rocks in his 
pockets. 
"Do you need a ride, Noah?" 
"No, Mamee," Noah's lips stretched wide, and he sniffed again. "Would 
you wait for me? Like wait. Until I get older. Until I get old enough." He 
delivered each sentence with a pause after its conclusion, like maybe each was 
good enough to make his point and he wouldn't have to say anything else. 
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Mamee looked at the floor, listened to the buzz of the dryer, and felt her 
body rock from the motion of the machine. 
"Noah," she said shaking her head, "that's so sweet." 
Noah unstuck his right hand from his pocket and laid it on Mamee's left 
knee, covering the curved skin under her sand-colored slacks. Mamee didn't 
say anything. 
Noah slid his hand just an inch, or two, or three, up her thigh; the sound 
of his fingers moving over the fabric covered by the roaring dryer, the feel of 
the fingertips leaving trails of sensation on her skin. Marnee didn't say any-
thing. 
Noah lifted his hand from her leg and raised it to the tip of Marnee's chin. 
He lifted her face with the curve of his index finger until her neck was arched 
back and her face pointed to the space where the wall of the room met the ceil-
ing. And she didn't say anything. 
Noah leaned his own face into Mamee's, slowly shrinking the space 
between their faces like he'd seen in the movies, until suddenly there was no 
space between them at all, and he kissed her on the lips like he'd seen in the 
movies. And Mamee wasn't even breathing anymore; she just held stiffly to 
the dryer. 
And the kiss was dry like the smell in the room. And Mamee still didn't 
say anything. She just let Noah press his lips to hers, move his lips about hers. 
She let him slip his arm around her and begin to knead the small of her back 
with the knuckles of his balled right hand and try to pull her body closer, never 
letting his lips slide off hers. He just kept pressing them to her, making circles 
and jerky puckers. And the whole thing was just dry, like hot clothes buoyant 
with static. But she didn't say anything. And even as he began to shrink the 
space between their bodies, and she felt Noah's left hand slither out of his 
pocket, she kept silent. 
Then she heard her name. 
"Mamee." Said with an extraordinary period at its end. And she heard an 
"Oh, my god" too, a crisp "Oh, my god," as if a specific god was being called 
for and the phrase wasn't simply inserted as a common expression. 
And still she didn't say anything. Mamee just listened to that voice and kept 
still on the dryer, her face still angled to the ceiling. She let Noah slink away 
from her, his hands out of his pockets and clutched into one fist at his stomach. 
And maybe he was the one who said "Oh, my god" and maybe it was the 
voice that said "Mamee" just then that said "Oh, my god," but all she really 
wanted was for Noah to say her name again like he did before he entered the 
room. She just wanted to hear the sound of his voice mingle again with the rum-
ble of the dryer. 
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But now Noah didn't say anything. He just squeezed his own lips into a 
pale blotch, low on his face, and his gaze bored holes into Mamee wobbling 
atop the dryer. Mamee just kept looking up at the ceiling, at the stringy webs 
of lint wavering along its edges. 
And the black-suited woman in the doorway, the woman with the nude 
stockings and the rose-printed scarf and glasses on a long, beaded chain down 
her front, just stood there, too, not saying anything-at least for a long enough 
moment that the brick of her expression had time to break the window pane 
and leave a shower of glass both inside and out. 
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Robbie 
David Baker 
May 1985 
Usually, when I came in from the fields at noon, Grandma would be lying stretched out in the new grass alongside the back porch, sleep-
ing. Back when Granddad was around, that spot was all mud, seeing as how 
his bird dogs liked to dig it up. But he was dead, and we stopped having dogs. 
I didn't like scraping them off the road. 
So the dogs were gone, and Grandma planted some grass seed in that 
muddy spot. It sprung up nice, with soft, pale blades that were thick and nice 
to walk on. The rest of the grass had thick stems that hurt when you walked 
on them. But this stuff was nice. Like hair. Nice to lie on. And this is where 
Grandma took to having her naps after fixing up something for us to eat at 
noon. And it was there, on that patch, that I found her. 
It was warm and dry for spring. Dust was still blowing in from where I had 
turned over the fields. Above, the branches of the lean old cottonwoods 
clacked together. I stood over the old woman for a moment, and I felt kind of 
funny about waking her. There was something different about the way her 
mouth hung open. 
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Something was different. There was a rattling noise that I hadn't noticed 
right off because I still had the grinding of the International's motor in my 
head. But when I stood over her for a moment longer, I recognized that the 
sound was coming from inside. It sounded like a pot clanging on the stove. 
I rushed into the house and up the steps into the kitchen. On a glowing 
orange burner stood a pot, quivering as if alive. The lid jumped, allowing 
clouds of steam to escape and roll toward the ceiling. It was a good meal-
cabbage, ground beef, and boiled potatoes, all mixed up with a cup or so of 
water and a teaspoon of vinegar. It was starting to burn, though. I reached out, 
grabbed the dial, and slowly turned down the heat. I watched the orange glow 
ebb like a sunset. The pot lost its bubbling and stopped quivering. It gave an 
occasional sputter, then was quiet. It wasn't ordinary for Grandma to let her 
cooking get away from her. I didn't want to go back outside. 
I did, though, and I thought it was a shame not to leave her there, on that 
nice grass that she had planted by shaking seeds out of an old plastic cup. 
Her mouth was open a bit wider now, more unnatural than at other times. 
I cocked my head to the side, studying. Her hair was in tight gray curls that 
she had set the day before because she was going to play organ at the church 
Sunday. Her hands were at her sides, relaxed, palms up, with no tension in her 
thick, arthritic knuckles. One leg of her polyester pants was pulled up a bit, 
showing the pale, youngish flesh of a calf. That was the first time that I real-
ly had looked her over. At least the first time in years. 
I slid my arms under her, lifting with my legs the way you' re supposed to, 
but it wasn't a strain because she was so light. Especially now. I felt like I had 
a bundle of sticks in my arms. I could feel her bones against my arms, right 
through her sagging flesh. Her head rolled back and I adjusted the crook of my 
arm to support it-as if I could make her more comfortable. I went into the 
front room and laid her on the couch. She settled in the cushions, hardly mak-
ing an impression. I went to the linen closet and found a soft blanket. It was 
still wrapped in plastic from the store. She was always saving the most com-
fortable blankets for something-for what, I don't know. We never had com-
pany. When we lay in front of the television at night, her stretched out on the 
couch and me in Granddad's old reclining chair, waiting for the weather report 
and Johnny Carson, we covered ourselves with rough, moth-ridden rags while 
in the linen closet a half dozen wonderful blankets sat sealed in plastic. I tore 
one of these open and spread the blanket over her, tucking it around her body. 
I put my hand on one of her sunken cheeks. I could still feel warmth, proba-
bly from the sun, but there wasn't that feeling of life reaching back at me that 
came from touching someone's face. I pulled a chair over from the kitchen and 
sat down by her. "I should call the church," I said. 
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No sound. 
"Uncle Mike, too, the son-of-a-bitch." 
Nothing. 
"And Hilma, across the street. She'd want to know, too. I don't like tele-
phones, though. You know that." I could still smell the cabbage coming in 
from the kitchen. I knew that she wouldn't want it to go to waste. I went over 
to the pot and ladled some out of the middle, avoiding the burnt edges. I sat 
down at the kitchen table and ate there alone for the first time. I ate my bowl 
clean, scraping the bottom with the spoon with a ring and a clang. That sound 
always eased my grandmother. She was used to a kitchen filled with those 
sounds. My granddad and all my uncles were big men who spoke little and 
made their eating utensils ring on their plates and bowls so that the kitchen 
sounded like a horseshoe tournament. Grandma just picked at her food in a 
way that would have been an insult had anyone else been eating like that. She 
gently lifted half spoonfuls to her mouth without looking; her eyes were on the 
boys. They had their heads down, intent upon the meal. She just watched 
everyone eat. And then when it was just me and her, she looked at me, taking 
small bites or just sitting there with her hands folded in front of her plate, 
watching me, the comers of her mouth turning up just a bit. When my uncles 
were over, though, they were the ones she watched. 
When I finished, there was no sound in the kitchen. Nobody asking me if I 
wanted more. No sink running. No radio giving the weather report or hymns 
from some church program. No sound of a television from the front room. That 
was when I realized that, lying on the couch, was the empty body of my grand-
mother. 
Sadness didn't come right then. I was numb, then my mind began to work. 
I'll have this place to myself, I thought, and guilt began to sting my ears even 
before the thought was through. Tiffany or Gerda could come over and spend 
the night. I could load up the refrigerator with beer and subscribe to Playboy 
magazine. I could buy a pool table and invite folks over; some guys from school 
could bring their girls for the night. Jake could live with me, and we'd have par-
ties. We could work the fields together and split the money, though it isn't much. 
The thoughts just kept on coming, even though the guilt was stinging and burn-
ing and ringing in my head. My grandmother, the only person who'd take me in, 
was lying cold as a river stone on the couch, light and lifeless as driftwood, and 
I was having these thoughts. I put my hands up against my ears, as if they were 
coming from the outside, but it only made them ring louder. I can sell her old 
Bonneville and use the money to make the truck four-wheel-drive or buy a 
motorcycle. I lifted my hands from my ears and the thoughts stopped. I think it 
was the silence; everything was quiet except for the solid click of the wall clock. 
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Then I realized that I didn't want these things. I didn't want the refrigera-
tor full of beer, or to be wrapped up on the front porch under a cool blanket 
with Gerda Demian. All I wanted was for my grandmother to come by and 
pick up my empty bowl, squeeze the back of my neck with her knotted, trem-
bling fingers, and tell me to run the wet clothes in the cellar through the 
wringer and hang them outside on the lines. I would do these things-do the 
laundry in the same way, work the fields, keep the house the way she 
would've. Rake the sticks. Tend her garden. Bring home the tiny plastic com-
munion cups from church every Sunday to wash each one by hand. Nothing 
would change. I sat there for a long time, fooling myself as to how it was 
going to be, me there all on my own, carrying on her ways in some sort of trib-
ute to her. 
The sun sank, and the kitchen was orange, then purple, then blue, and she 
was lying in there on the couch without moving or drawing a breath. I went 
over to the phone and dialed Uncle Mike. 
Uncle Sid walked in without even looking at me. Uncle Mike was on the 
phone with Berton Hack, who was the lawyer that helped him declare bank-
ruptcy once. Gordon and Aunt Betty were in the front room looking down at 
Grandma without saying much. Sid joined them, after helping himself to one 
of my beers, and they all just stood there, looking down. Every so often, they 
would say something: "Good thing we got her that Bonneville last year ... 
least she was able to get some enjoyment out of it," or "She'll finally get to 
rest next to Pa under that stone she's been tendin' for all these years," or 
"She's sure got a peaceful, content look about her now." I wanted to get up and 
scream at them, to tell them that they were saying stupid things, saying noth-
ing, talking like people who didn't even know her. I don't know what kept me 
sitting there at the kitchen table, silent. I'd spoken my mind to them before. 
I'd had it out with all of them before. I just sat there, though, and listened to 
all the shit they were spouting. And I realized, as Uncle Mike hung up the 
phone, that I wouldn't be living here for much longer. Things were going to 
change, and in two days, when they had the sale that Mike was already planning, 
they might as well hang a sign on me and set me out next to the old dressers, the 
spittoons, the wringer washer, and Granddad's reclining chair. I wouldn't be 
here much longer, and I wasn't going with any of them-none of us would 
have that. 
So nobody noticed when I slipped out of the kitchen and onto the back 
porch. I went down the steps and out to my truck. I could see them through the 
big window of the front room as I pulled out of the drive. I could imagine the 
stupid things they were saying. 
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I drove to town and stopped at the gas station to buy cigarettes. I sat on the 
hood of my truck for a moment, smoking. If I'd had any money in my pock-
et, I would have driven somewhere. I would've filled up both tanks with gas 
and just started going in one direction. 
It was a Saturday night, and kids were driving by, squealing their tires as 
they went past the gas station. Across the street from me was the Comer Tap, 
where I knew I'd be able to get a drink or two before they threw me out on 
account of age-that's how they work it around here, they take your money 
before they start performing their civic duties. If I told them about my grand-
mother, it might buy me some time and a few drinks, but this is something I 
didn't want to talk about. If I wanted to talk, I could have stood in the front 
room. Uncle Gordon and Aunt Betty would have talked. She would have nod-
ded her head, or shook her tight yellow curls from side to side, stuck out her 
sharp chin and squeezed her lips together as if wincing in pain, but none of it 
would be real. Mike would have been putting together the plans-drawing up 
contracts. Sid would have been looking for a way to get home, back to his 
wife. None of them really cared. I would have sent them off. I would have said 
something like, You know, all of this belongs to me, I was the one that lived 
here with her, this was my home. I wondered if there was a will or anything 
like that, but I didn ' t figure there was, and anyway I was one of six grandkids, 
and I didn ' t think there would be a share of anything for me. 
I sat on the hood for the longest time, and I realized that even the truck 
didn ' t really belong to me. It had belonged to Granddad, and I just started dri-
ving it after he died. I decided that they could sell anything they wanted, but 
if they tried to take my truck, they'd have to shoot me first. 
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Someone's Place 
Cristina Fisher 
Trisha knocked hard on the door with her fist because the music was so loud. Jo-Jo answered. 
"Hello," he said, taking her hand and guiding her inside the room and into 
a large, black hallway where a few guys were scattered about. It was dingy; 
the soft plaster walls were chiseled at, holes everywhere, and the wood floor 
was old, with caked-in dirt from years of existence. The guys were all dressed 
alike. Baggy jeans, either really light or very dark blue, riding on their hips, 
barely staying up. And wearing brand-new LA Raiders team T-shirts, so new 
you could almost smell the fresh rubber of the logo patches. Baseball caps 
tipped to the left, as a representation of their crew. This one guy had the name 
"Rico" printed on his cap with black Magic Marker, letters creatively drawn 
in old-English style, with a pitchfork drawn at the back, facing downward. He 
was counting a thick wad of money, bright, crisp green twenty-dollar bills, 
flipping the bills with his thumb like a heavy deck of cards. 
"This is my cousin Rachel," she said, pulling me inside right next to her. 
The entire house was smoky. From the number of empty, crushed beer cans 
they had piled on the counter, you'd think there were more than the few people 
who were there. The kitchen was small, one table---old plastic top worn-out 
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and yellowing, having once been white, now it was burned, cigarette scars 
everywhere. The once-white walls were now a soft gray, and just above the 
stove there were fire marks, the burners' flames colored the space over time. 
You could smell the must in the room from years of never having been aired 
out. Just there, there for someone, it was someone's house. Someone's place. 
The guys from the hallway watched us as we walked past them into the 
kitchen. They were smoking a joint and eyeing us up. They looked at us hard; 
we were new people to their group. I looked forward. In the distance, there 
were two girls sitting on chairs against the wall in a comer of the next room, 
the living room. I noticed them staring at me and Trisha, mean and cold, like 
we were a threat to their territory. They both had long, curly, dark hair down 
their backs, wore smoky, black eyeliner, deep red lipstick, and big, gold hoop 
earrings the size of bracelets. They looked at us like we didn't belong there 
with their guys, a look that said if we so much as breathed towards them, 
they'd kick the shit out of us. I made it a point to smile, something I'd picked 
up from watching the guys at school-I didn't want to seem soft; I just looked 
away and didn't hold my head high. One thing I'd learned, no matter how 
scared you are, never, never look it. 
Trish and I took a seat at the table. When Jo-Jo sat down, he pulled Trish's 
chair closer towards him, so that she was sitting across the table from me. I 
was angry that she didn't stop him and left my side, making me feel all alone 
in this house full of strangers, but I knew she liked him and wanted to talk to 
him alone, so I didn't say anything about it. Then Tony appeared out of 
nowhere and took a chair, placing it right next to me. He put his chair legs 
directly next to mine. "I was waiting for you to get here." 
"I heard," I said. He leaned onto the table with his elbow, holding his 
cheek up and staring at me, appearing comfortable in his seat. He kept look-
ing at me, smiling, with a grin lifting one side of his lips, a half smile painted 
on his face. He took my hand with his free one and started saying things like 
how fine I was to him, how long he had wanted to talk to me, but he didn't 
think I'd like him. That's when he poured me a shot. 
"Here," he said, "this is for you." 
"No, thank you," I said, when Trisha yelled at me from across the room. 
"Come on, Rachel," she said, "I know you're down." 
She was trying to impress Jo-Jo, I was sure. I looked over and saw her take 
a shot glass to her lips and swig it, throwing her head back with experience. 
Jo-Jo slid his arm around her neck. Trisha leaned her head over to the side, 
allowing her hair to fall freely, away from her shoulders. Then he touched it, 
taking one thick strand and lightly wrapping it around his fingers. 
"Come on, baby girl, I know you're down like your friend." Tony poured 
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another shot, for himself, and placed the glass next to mine. 
"All right," I said. We lifted our glasses. Our heads tilted back simultane-
ously. 
"OK," he said, nodding, pushing his lips forward like he was thinking real 
hard. "Now this one's for Eighteenth Street." 
He poured ten shots. Jo-Jo surrounded Trisha with his arms. She was gig-
gling quietly, flipping her hair back with every fresh sentence that came out of 
her mouth. Then Tony stood up. 
"This is for Eighteenth Street, bro," he said, a glass in his right hand, the 
other arm extended up in the air like a preacher about to educate you with a 
sermon. 
Hands came from nowhere and took the shot glasses from the table, one 
by one. Jo-Jo and Trish each had their own. Tony handed me mine. I felt pres-
sure from the unfamiliar eyes, the eyes that matched the hands around the 
table, waiting-for a cue. I brought the shot glass up to my lips. I felt I had to; 
I couldn't back out now, not with everybody watching me. Tony made the 
toast. 
"This is for the family, mi familia, and for my boy Ray. Rest in peace, 
homes." He drank the shot and pounded the empty glass down on the table. 
He took his left hand and pounded his heart twice, slapping it with a flat hand, 
then threw up the sign, three fingers in the air, thumb, middle, and pinkie, cre-
ating a crown shape. 
I took my shot along with the others and watched them all do the same, 
toasting and representing. Then they all at the same time looked down for a 
moment of silence, giving me a chance to look up at them without them see-
ing me. They all had it. A teardrop tattoo just under their left eye, some hol-
low, some filled, all drawn in black ink, all no bigger than a dime. For the first 
time I saw their softness, remembering the loss of their friend like that, and I 
immediately felt a little more comfortable there. And I could feel their pain, 
their loss. For that one moment, that blink in time, they weren't hard and 
mean; they were people, people who love and fear and hurt just like everybody 
else. I felt my shoulders relax and soften to that thought as their faces drew 
blank. 
The group scattered about the house, and Tony sat down next to me again. 
I made the mistake of looking over into the living room, only to find one of the 
girls staring at me, staring at me hard. Her mouth dropped and eyes tightened 
as she stood up. I turned my head away instantly. She got up and walked past 
us, over to the hallway to smoke up with everyone else. I noticed a joint rest-
ing in back of her ear when her back was facing me. On her way back into the 
living room, she walked slowly with a slight limp, looking rough and staring at 
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me hard. I felt her like a heat wave in the summertime, and I knew not to look 
up, not even for a second. 
"What's up, Tony?" she said. "Who's the ho? Is that what you like these 
days?" She stood above me like a pile of bricks, creating a shadow over me. I 
shook with fear, silently and to myself. 
"Shut the fuck up, Sandra," he told her, mean and bold. "Go on about your 
business." He waved his hand, shooing her off. I felt her leave like a cold wind 
that leaves you relieved when it has passed. When she was gone, I asked, "Old 
girlfriend?" 
"NO," he said, "I was with her once, for a minute, a long time ago. If you 
even look at these chicks they think they own you and shit." He laughed at the 
thought. "She's just part of the crew, you know; she never saw you before, so 
that's her introduction. Probably jealous and shit, but come on, baby girl, why 
shouldn't she be?" He looked at me up and down and then sat closer to me. I felt 
safe there with him and almost good, even. 
I felt the tequila kicking in. I noticed because I had to try harder to hear him 
speak. He sat back and poured me another shot. 
"No," I said, "I'm cool." 
"You ain't tellin' me you ain't down. I know you're down. You have to do 
one for me, for the crew. To Eighteenth Street." He threw up the crown sign with 
his left hand, then rested it on his chest, over his heart. He poured himself a glass 
and tipped it up to mine. I lifted it up and thought about it. He was staring, wait-
ing for me, then I heard Trisha yell from across the table. 
"What's up, Rachel, you can't hang?" She leaned back into Jo-Jo's arms, her 
head on his strong shoulder; then he bent his face down to hers and slid his 
tongue into her mouth. With her head all the way back she tasted him, letting 
him guide her every move. 
I drank the shot. 
"Oh, yeah," Tony said, nodding, looking down at me, impressed. 
I started feeling warm all over. The music became louder, and I couldn't 
hear myself speak. Tony was right next to me, up close, speaking into my face. 
He was fine, not as fine as Jo-Jo, but they could've passed as brothers. Only 
Tony didn't have the eyes. The way he talked to me was like I was the only 
person there. I liked the attention so much that I hadn't noticed that Trisha was 
gone from the table. 
"Where's Trisha?" I asked him. 
"Don't worry about your girl. Jo-Jo's taking care of her." 
"Well, where did she go?" 
"All I'm thinking about is you, not your friend." 
"She's my cousin," I said, raising my voice, letting him see I wanted an 
answer. 
"Whatever," he said. 
I looked over to the next room. Jo-Jo was helping her walk up the stairs. 
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She was leaning on him, her arm draped across his back, walking very slow-
ly. He had his hand around her waist, as though she needed his support. 
"Trisha!" I called to her impulsively, not aware of how loud or soft my 
voice had traveled, if at all. My ears were clogged. 
"She probably went to the bathroom or something," Tony said. "Now, 
what about you and me?" He leaned over and kissed me, pulling me close and 
holding my cheek. His breath was sweet, and his lips were soft as they gently 
stroked against mine. The urge took me, and I kissed him right back. It was 
like everything around me stopped-the noise, the music, the chatter-and all 
I felt was him, his warmth comforting me. The thought flashed through my 
mind, Trish never goes anywhere without me at a party; girls always do that 
sort of thing together. Then I realized I should go, too. At least I wouldn't be 
alone; Trisha' d be there already. I didn't want to be alone anywhere near those 
girls, Sandra and her friends. 
I pulled away and smiled. 
"Where's the bathroom?" I said, lightly holding his hand that rested on his 
knee. "Upstairs?" 
"No," Tony said, "it's in that next room." 
"What?" 
"Here, I'll walk you." 
He went to grab my hand, and I pushed it away. "Trish," I thought. "Where 
the fuck is Trish?!" 
I rushed over to the stairs in the next room. Then it really hit me. You 
never really notice until you stand up just how much you drank. Now every-
thing was fuzzy, like one huge cloud landed on my face, keeping me from see-
ing straight. I could only see directly in front of me, and even that was 
crooked. I couldn't make out words, either. Blurred sounds swept past me, 
noises that made no sense. It never occurred to me that I walked right past 
Sandra; that fear was now gone. "Where the fuck is Trisha?" I thought again, 
fear pushing me forward, worried. 
I grabbed the railing. One step up the stairs I felt it, like a huge rush of 
wind was coming from above, urging me back. It was fear that outwitted the 
wind, driving me forward, but I wouldn't black out. The wall to the side of me 
was swirling slowly back and forth, trying to make me sick, only making me 
dizzy. I gripped onto the railing so tightly that my knuckles turned white. But 
when I went to take the next step, I lost my balance, stumbling, landing for-
ward and flat. It happened. I went down and couldn't move. I had to sit for a 
minute, a minute too long. 
It was like the flash of a camera. There were moments, vivid pictures, and 
then there was darkness. Silence. I don't know how one moment jumped to 
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another, it all happened so fast. All I remember is Jo-Jo's hand. The force 
guiding me forward and the assurance in his voice weakened my resistance. I 
trusted that, trusted him. I guess reasoning at that dim moment chose to fail 
me. I had to piss, and he helped me walk. That was it. It was that simple. We 
were together all night, so when he said he'd help me up the stairs, it didn't 
seem strange. And I heard Rachel call my name, but it was like a whisper in a 
dream, something you just can't comprehend, not loud or strong enough to 
wake me. I saw the first step, but from the kitchen to the stairs all I saw was 
smoke, foggy and unclear. And Jo-Jo was helping me. That's where I lost it. I 
don't know how long I was gone or even remember the stairs up or how I got 
to the bedroom. It was black, everywhere. And silent, a deep, dark silence. I 
can't remember. Next thing I saw was Rachel, frantic and in my face, pulling 
me by the arm as I lay on that bed, in that foreign room, in that strange house. 
It was the fear in her eyes that told me something was terribly wrong. I looked 
down, the room circling, only lighter and brighter than before. I saw my zip-
per undone, my jeans riding on my thighs. I touched the sheet beneath me. It 
was warm and wet. A wet warmth that sent chills through me. I went out 
again. Next thing I knew, Rachel was helping me down the stairs, and she was 
crying, and all I said was "What?" and she snapped. "Not now," she said, cry-
ing and frantic, and I laughed at myself because I had no strength in my legs 
and practically flew down the steps. Then it was dark, and the next thing I 
remember was lying in my bed at home, Rachel next to me, crying and shak-
ing. 
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Chivalry 
Karl Stengel 
Finally, everyone in the house is asleep. As I slowly twist the knob of my mother's bedroom door, as I feel its warm, moist handle pulsate in 
my hand like a beating heart, I can't help but think that somebody has been 
messing with this chamber. 
Heat's rising off the door, accompanied by waves of a sickly sweet odor. 
Someone or something must have surreptitiously replaced all of the wooden 
joists surrounding the frame of this room, all of the iron pipes and stainless 
steel conduit lurking under the drywall, with lengths of tendon and muscle and 
fat. 
When the doorknob clicks, when I'm finally capable of opening the door 
to my mother's bedroom wide enough to sneak in without waking her, I expe-
rience the same fleeting satisfaction only expert safecrackers feel. "I'm in-
side!" And then something else, a blast of tropical humidity that has instantly 
drenched my flannel shirt and fused it to my skin. 
On tiptoes, I creep across the carpet while breathing through my mouth to 
blot out the odor of candy-coated putrefaction. With each careful footstep, I 
can feel decaying things crunching and collapsing beneath my slippers, oval 
things breaking apart and deflating, objects shaped like unraveling pretzels, 
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things shaped like flowers shedding their petals, things I can ' t identify specif-
ically, except for one. 
My toes have just brushed against lattices of cobweb woven by spiders 
who are worn out and sick of keeping their parlors tidy. I know they're sick of 
their places in nature, because I can feel the labored breathing of these spiders 
against my feet and can hear the droning of flies they've attempted to capture 
buzz taunts at their would-be captors for having sloppily spun webs that are so 
escape-friendly. 
Now I'm leaning over my mother's sleeping body, so close that I can smell 
the minty balm of her facial cleanser and hear delicate puffs of breathing from 
her nostrils. She rolls on her side, unintentionally poking her face into a pud-
dle of fluorescence that has seeped into this darkened room from the kitchen. 
The light falls upon the ochre sheets of suede covering my mother's skull, and 
when the crescent formed by her dry, blue lips puckers against the darkness, I 
wonder who she's trying to kiss. 
Maybe she's having a midnight rendezvous with one of the dashing char-
acters in that trashy mystery novel clasped between her anxious fingers. 
Probably fell asleep during a particularly good chapter, one that might be 
responsible for the dream she's having right now. I can tell by the way her eye-
balls are percolating underneath her gray eyelids and the nickel-sized beads of 
sweat erupting from the creases in her forehead that she's having a dream. It 
must be a bad dream, too. And since it's a nightmare that she apparently can't 
awaken from, I've decided to help my mother out and ease her somnambular 
anxiety. 
I've raised one leg high over the bed's plaid quilt, as if I were preparing to 
race up a staircase and vault over the steps two at a time. Then I let my foot 
come to rest to the left of my mother's hip, and thankfully, the squeak of the 
rusty bedsprings under my weight hasn't awakened her. Now for the other 
foot. 
Standing over my sleeping mother, straddling her, I know the only real 
help I can provide will be while she's sleeping. So I lean forward and tuck my 
big toe in between her left eyelid, prying it open, silently thanking the mal-
leable flesh that stretches as wide as the grin of a Halloween pumpkin. 
Once that cooperative flap of skin covering her left orb is parted, stretched 
as wide as possible, once I can see the bloodshot sclera of her left eyeball 
modestly shrinking from my scaly touch like a debutante's pristine breast, I've 
decided to enter my mother's dream. And she lets me. 
Towering over her sleeping body, my big toe descends into the cavity 
housing her left eyeball. My bulbous toe-it looks more like the glowing nose 
of an alcoholic than a toe-is sucked into her head followed by the remainder 
70 Hair Trigger 22 
of my foot, then my leg and entire body. I've sunk myself into the eye socket 
of my mother's head like a swimmer testing the potentially chilly waters of a 
lake on the first day of summer. I'm completely immersed in her skull now, 
swimming back and forth in these warm, troubled waters, and have arrived at 
the conclusion that maybe diving into her head wasn't such a good idea after 
all. 
Phew! What a musty, claustrophobic mess of cobwebs and plum dump-
lings and dirndls and mothballs. But look at her, just look at her. She's sixty 
years younger, a preteen-ager. Her gray hair has returned to its original, full 
mane of auburn, her formerly wrinkled skin has been magically stretched taut, 
and all of the liver spots and hairy moles and wrinkles that used to occupy her 
face have been flattened into oblivion. Even the wattles of flesh that used to 
dangle from under her chin and flap back and forth have receded and have 
been replaced by flat, smooth layers of baby fat. 
Why is she lying on the attic floor like that? Is she playing? Nope. There 
aren't any puzzle pieces or playing cards nearby, no dice or needlework. Just 
her, curled up alone in a ball and shivering, her cheek pressed against cold 
planks of wood, and I can tell she's waiting for something. 
She's waiting for those three uniformed strangers downstairs to go away, 
those soldiers who are gibbering in an aggressive, Slavic dialect and harassing 
her mother. 
"Mere Slav rabble, are we?" says the tallest one, who speaks the most and 
whom I can only assume is the leader. "Don't break my heart now, darling. 
Are you sure enslavement and extermination is the only threat awaiting my 
friends and me?" 
He licks her face with his grotesque tongue, a slimy slab of meat coated 
with layers of who knows what that has collected in his mouth from having 
spent weeks on the front line without a decent toothbrush or the time even to 
use it. Then he coquettishly runs a series of grubby fingertips across the hog 
bristles erupting from his cheeks and bats his eyelashes, while his two friends 
horde everything they can from this older woman's home: sugar and spices, 
jams, dried meat, and matches. 
The second of the three Russian soldiers, the fattest one, slaps her but-
tocks, savoring the tremors of her shoulders and the private knowledge kept 
by them that she's safe from any serious violation or harm. She's too old, after 
all, almost fifty. And the third soldier, the one with the trembling hands and 
blank expression, the one whose cheek twitches spasmodically in a way that 
suggests he's seen far more brutality than all of us combined, just stares 
through my grandmother as if she were a transparent mannequin. 
They're obviously not interested in her. No, they're looking for somebody 
Karl Stengel 71 
else, using the tips of their machine guns to pry open locked closets, stab 
behind couches and underneath beds. I know what they're looking for: girls to 
rape. Obscenely young girls to rape, and why not? It's 1945; the war has just 
ended; all of Europe is in a state of flux; the borders and governments of 
Europe, even when war isn't involved, fluctuate with the frequency of a 
weather report, so why not cop some action before the Allied troops take root? 
But that's my mother hiding in her attic those three scumbags are consid-
ering "running a train on." And she's only twelve. I wasn't there to protect her 
then, but I am here now. Defending her shouldn't be that difficult. The lan-
guage, customs, and geography of her hometown are so familiar to me from 
all the stories I've grown up hearing, I'm capable of navigating through her 
very yard with my eyes closed. 
There's the outhouse up on that hill, and without even opening the door, I 
know there's a section of wood on its bench that's as rough as a cheese grater 
and a crack in the ceiling where spiders with abdomens the size of plums hold 
court over webs as thick as shawls. Over there is the kohlrabi patch I've heard 
so much about, whose turnips won't be ready to harvest for another few days. 
There's the rickety chicken coop, the rabbit hutch, and finally, the woodshed. 
The glorious woodshed, filled with archaic gardening implements. 
As soon as I open the door, the tools fly off the walls and swirl around my 
head like monarch butterflies in the spring. But these ungraceful butterflies, 
with their groaning springs and clanking wings leaving smudges of rust on my 
cheeks, are much prettier. 
They cling to my chest, snuggle against my chin, leaving nicks and abra-
sions: hedge clippers, a pair of rose shears, a garden trowel, tool after tool 
sticking to my body until I'm so encumbered with metal I can barely walk. 
But I manage. Clinking and clanking, I stride across the lawn that leads up 
to my mother's childhood house, leaving a trail of deep footprints in the grass 
behind me like the divots left by a piece of farming equipment. I feel invinci-
ble and cannot resist humming, "I've got spurs that jingle-jangle-jingle." 
I kick the door in, and when it flies off its hinges, those three Russian 
swine just stand there in the middle of the living room staring at me, not even 
bothering to conceal that they've been stockpiling silverware and jewelry in a 
pillowcase. 
With one glance at the hedge-clipper blades slowly opening and closing 
like the wings of an insect emerging from a cocoon and drying itself off, my 
grandmother realizes that I'm not here to do yard work. 
She wisely disappears into her kitchen, but those Russians aren't as intel-
ligent. They reek of stale body odor, cabbage, and vodka, and maybe the 
vodka is why they stupidly continue loading up the pillowcase with valuables. 
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None of these men are much taller or stockier than I am, and maybe the vodka 
mixed with their fatigue and malnutrition is why they haven't noticed me 
demonstrating the tangibility of my rusty hedge clippers, how this tool is real, 
how I intend to use it. 
But these soldiers don't believe they're in any real danger, especially the 
fattest of the three. As his two partners continue looting, he uncorks a bottle 
of amber schnapps he's stolen from my grandmother's cupboard and raises it 
in the air. 
"Prosit!" he says mockingly, before guzzling half of it down. 
So to prove I mean business, I snap the living-room curtains in half, I snap 
a few houseplants to shreds, I snap at a folded tablecloth, transforming it into 
an immense snowflake, the kind of cutout snowflakes I used to create as a 
child. Then, when their clouded minds come into focus, when they understand 
what I intend to do to them, I chase those Russian swine around my mother's 
living room, snapping and unsnapping the clippers at their waists like the jaws 
of a shark. 
Even the one who until now has only been staring into space has come to 
his senses and joined the others who are jogging around the living room in a 
ridiculous circle, fumbling with the safety mechanisms on their machine guns. 
But it's too late. I've already managed to snip a nice, healthy, fist-sized chunk 
of flesh out of the tall one's left buttock. He collapses on the living-room car-
pet, clutching his backside and raising a bloody hand toward his eyes in dis-
belief. 
The other two have stopped jogging and line up side-by-side with their 
weapons drawn. The firepower of their machine guns rips away chunks of 
meat from my chest and head that plop smoking to the floor arousing the 
curiosity of a passing mouse, but there's no stopping me. 
Even though portions of my head and chest and forearms and waist have 
been blown away, even though gaping cavities in my body are showcasing 
meaty strands of violet and fuchsia, even though one of my arms is dangling 
by a whippet-thin strand of tendon, my agility with the hedge clippers has not 
been compromised. I'm much too fast for my vodka-addled opponents. This 
poor, pitiful, ambulatory chunk of steak tartare has managed to snip off the 
gonads of these big, bad Russian soldiers in the blink of an eye. 
And as they curl up in fetal positions and writhe in the pools of blood 
gushing from their hewn laps, I consider the extent to which I should punish 
them. Castration isn't enough. Should I fashion lengths of chicken wire into 
catheters and force them into the stumps of their formerly rude penises to 
guarantee that they'll remember me? Hmmm. Maybe I should continue grind-
ing the tips of these hedge clippers into their laps in wide, seeping arcs, tear-
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ing up divots of flesh and hair as wide as any crater on the moon. 
Or maybe I should just commence with "the lecture." I've given "the lec-
ture" many, many times to myself, but never to them. Until now. 
"Gentlemen," I begin, "You are utter swine. You are apes. No, I take that 
back. Apes and swine are far more dignified and intelligent than you." 
I've got to talk fast, before the fluids bursting from my wounds render my 
brain incapable of articulating my rage. 
"The feces of rats have more dignity than you; the snot of maggots has 
more honor. I will now reduce your Russian culture to the only worthwhile 
things you have or ever will have to offer the human race." 
They're losing consciousness, and that won't do! I've kicked them a few 
times in the ribs and stomped on their fingers until they've crunched, but 
they're still only half awake. So I've dashed to the kitchen and returned with 
a one-pound bag of rock salt, sprinkling the crystals all over their laps. Good, 
I have their attention again. 
"Stop howling, and let me continue telling you Russian pigs about the 
only things you're good for: Bulgakov, Chekov, Dostoevsky, Rasputin (the 
idea of a repulsive, unwashed monk who can successfully bed every woman 
with a pulse intoxicates me), Tolstoy, dressing, chicken Kiev, a tearoom, and 
finally, the Annunciation Cathedral in Moscow because it's so undeniably 
cool-looking with all those towering crucifixes rising from their golden, 
onion-shaped domes." 
A podium erupts from the carpet of my mother's childhood home, knock-
ing my Russian victims out of the way and skinning the tips of my bleeding 
toes. I am pleased to discover that the frame of this lectern fits my fingers like 
a glove. I whirl around and the living room has disappeared, replaced by thou-
sands of rapt faces, eager for direction, waiting for another speech. 
"This is emotion talking, you must realize, not intellect." 
I pound on the lectern for dramatic effect with my right fist, the more pre-
sentable one, that still contains most of its fingers, and the crowd rumbles. 
"Black, white, pink, or purple, it doesn't matter. Anybody who tries to 
gang rape a twelve-year-old child is a scumbag, pure and simple. And those 
kinds of scumbags must pay." 
The crowd erupts in cheers and applause, showering me with roses and 
banners. Feeling more confident, I stride back and forth in front of the podi-
um, using my fingers to comb back a swatch of hair that has fallen onto my 
forehead before detailing more of my struggles. 
"Oh, how I wish America operated like a retail outlet. If you buy a televi-
sion set or a sleeper sofa or a washer/dryer from a department store and can't 
make the payments, the store simply repossesses it. I say, America should oper-
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ate exactly the same way. Countries all over the world, especially those dung-
smoking dogs in Russia, have always come to us hat in hand, borrowing astro-
nomical amounts of money they'll never pay back. That wouldn't be so bad. 
But after we give and give and give some more, they have the audacity to spit 
on us. So fuck them, now and forever. Department stores happily repossess 
couches from clients who can't pay for them, so why shouldn't we repossess 
countries?" 
My political fantasy has been interrupted by the sound of whimpering. Are 
any of those miserable Russians still alive? I wipe away the smudges of blood 
from my watch and hold its glass face against one of their mouths to check for 
steam. Nothing. 
The whimpering continues, and I recognize it as the sobbing of a fright-
ened little girl. I cock my ear toward the ceiling like a dog that has been vexed 
by a high-pitched sound only it can hear and know that the crying must be 
corning from the attic. So I race upstairs to comfort my mother. One of my feet 
leaves a charred stump of melted toes from the machine-gun fire, making it 
difficult to climb upstairs. But I manage. I race into the attic and scoop my 
mother off the cold wooden floor into my arms. She's happy to see me, but her 
expression is mixed with disgust as though she's taken a bite out of an apple 
that contained a small, soft brown spot. I must look like a monster to her. 
My left eyeball is splattered against my cheekbone like an undercooked 
soft-boiled egg. The right one is intact but drooping by a tangled optic nerve 
and bouncing like a yo-yo. Feeling my mother's smooth, girlish skin against 
my cheek reminds me that half of my face has been blown away, and I can 
hear wind whistling through my exposed, splintered jaw. 
As I carry her downstairs, I shield her eyes from the mounds of Russian 
meat bleeding all over her living-room carpet. My grandmother pokes her 
head out of the kitchen to see if it's finally over, just in time to see me whisk-
ing her daughter out of the house. She's not offended that I'm leaving her 
behind, because she knows I barely have the strength to help out one person, 
let alone two. 
Now I'm hauling my mother away from her home in my arms, down a dirt 
path that winds through a series of rolling hills. She's holding on to my lacer-
ated shoulder for support, but her thin fingers have accidentally poked through 
the gaps between my collarbone and rib cage. Every time she grabs hold of me 
to keep her bearings, some new piece of my body falls onto the gravel road. 
A shoulder blade here, a chunk of lung there, now a rib. Worse yet, my moth-
er's getting heavier with every footstep. Too heavy for my mangled arms to 
carry much farther. 
I try to take her as far away from this place as possible while my arms are 
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still capable, away from the smoldering, bombed-out buildings whose walls 
have been transformed into slabs of charcoal, away from lines of emaciated 
prisoners dressed in striped pajamas stumbling across open fields, away from 
some of the older girls my mother knows who are bartering away their vir-
ginity to soldiers for cigarettes and nylon stockings. 
I'm running now, determined to leave this place. I'm near hyperventila-
tion, trying to ignore the ballooning of my left lung between the slats of my 
rib cage. With my mother still in my arms, I melt into the crush of Czech-
German refugees crowding a narrow gravel road, who have been politely asked 
by their former countrymen to leave. Or else. The road is swarming with peo-
ple hauling suitcases, trunks, and carts filled with all of their worldly posses-
sions, a road as crowded as an airport during the holidays. We're all packed so 
tightly together I can identify everything about the lifestyles of these strangers, 
when they've last brushed their teeth, whether or not they use perfume or 
aftershave, even what these people have eaten for breakfast just by their 
breath-the couple on the left, kippers, eggs and coffee; the family on the 
right, ham and spaetzle. 
Even in times of duress, it's impolite to stare. I know that. But it's difficult 
not to gape at all of these desperate people squeezing against each other. 
Especially the child walking alongside of me who keeps rubbing a sunken 
cheek against my haunches, the one whose hair is knotted with clumps of mud 
and entire body seems buried under layers of grime. And as the wind blows 
against the filth caked all over him, hairline cracks form on his arms and face, 
transforming him into an aging dwarf. Another child is crying because he's 
hungry, but everyone here knows there's no time to stop and eat. So his 
resourceful parent removes a photograph of his wife from the breast pocket of 
his coat and tears the snapshot into flakes. He snatches up the few clusters of 
grass and sunflower petals alongside the road that haven't been charred, any-
thing edible that might contain moisture. And then, using his left hand as a 
mortar and his bony knuckles as a pestle, the man grinds the ingredients into 
a paste. He holds his open hand in front of his son, who chews on the snack 
as if it were a wad of taffy. 
I'm hoping the concentration of people surrounding us will hide what's 
lying in the gullies alongside the road from my mother's eyes. I'm confident 
she won't see. Of course she can't see all of those reeking mud puddles, each 
one housing the pale chassis of a tiny arm coated with adipocere poking out 
from the water's surface like a discarded doll. She can't see those convulsing 
babies who have been left behind cawing at the sky like hungry baby birds. 
But I'm not fast enough or strong enough to keep her head pressed against my 
shoulder. 
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Even through the concentration of arms and legs and suitcases and carts, 
my mother has seen. She leans closer to me and tries whispering something 
into the ear on the side of my head that hasn't been blown away by machine-
gun fire. I can't understand what she's saying, because she's so hoarse. She 
cups my perforated face in her hands, looks me squarely in my one good eye 
and says, "I am never, ever going to have children. Never." 
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Ladies Don't Say That 
Megan Stielstra 
So I got a job as a waitress. Yep, that's right, a cocktail waitress at this place on North Avenue called The Brothel, which got me through win-
ter right up to late April. It was around that time that one of the bartenders 
landed a spot on General Hospital, so off he went to L.A. two short weeks 
before the Bulls made it to the playoffs. This put my boss, Mort, in sore need 
for help behind the bar-someone who knew the place and could work any 
schedule. That meant me. 
"Tending bar," he said while training me to open, "is not about drinking. 
It's about talking." Mort's hands were leathery and callused from washing so 
many glasses. 
"Talking?" I asked, quartering limes. 
"Talking to the customers, getting to know them, listening. When you wait 
tables you can run away, but behind the bar, you're stuck." 
"What do I talk about?" I wondered, and Mort said whatever I knew. 
So I imagined these in-depth chats about Chaucer and relativity and sanc-
tions in the Middle East over red wine and cheese cubes with my drunken bar 
flies, which couldn't be farther from the truth. The Brothel was a live music 
club, and even if anyone did give a rat's ass about seventeenth-century literature, 
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they sure as shootin' couldn't hear any in-depth chatter over the blare of the 
amplification system. The Brothel was not the kind of place where you took a 
date to talk to her, it was the kind of place where you get her tipsy on Jack and 
Coke and grind against her to bands with names like Wambachamba and 
International Pimps of Mystery. Unless, of course, the Bulls are playing, in 
which case the entire city of Chicago closes down and everyone sits with their 
faces glued to the nearest television. In The Brothel, the TVs are all bolted 
above the bar, so during Game Two of the Three-Peat Playoffs-my first night 
ever bartending-everyone's eyes were locked up over my head, as if there 
was an alien spaceship or it's a bird it's a plane it's Superman flying overhead. 
All I said was, "Hi what can I get you hi what can I get you hi what can I 
get you," and people would shoot back "Honeybrown, two Leinenkugels and 
an Amstel Light." I'd hear the order, register the words in my head, and run 
down the length of the bar to the cooler to go fetch. During my sprint, cus-
tomers along the way would stop me and add more to the list, so if I started at 
one end of the bar with Pete's Wicked Ale burned in my brain, by the time I 
reached the opposite end I was repeating Pete 's-MGD-Bass-Bass-Moretti-
Moretti Red-Bass-Bass-weiss with lemon-Ketel and tonic over and over again. 
It was the last few minutes in the fourth quarter and everyone was scream-
ing, roaring AHHHHHHHHH, standing up suddenly and raising fists to air in 
support of some rebound or layup or three-point shot off the foul line or what-
ever-I don't know that game, I'm no basketball fan. I get basketball fans 
drunk. It's an honest living. The fans sat back down just as soon as they were 
up, quiet and attentive, fearful of missing the next play or the next play-by-
play. It had an unnerving effect, this filled-past-capacity barful of Bulls fans 
bouncing up and down in their seats and screaming every few seconds-Up. 
Down. Up. Down. Up. Down. Uuuuu-half-out-of-their-seats-gonna-make-
it-gonna-make-it-nope-A WWWWWWWW! C 'mon, Scottie-Down. 
The crowd stood and screamed and swore and sat in perfect unison, like 
some psychology lesson in conformity. 
I was getting peeved because every time they went up yelling, they scared 
the order right out of my head and I had to go back and ask everybody what 
they wanted all over again. 
Pete's Wicked Ale-MGD-Bass-Bass-"Hi what can I get you?" 
"Moretti and a Moretti Red." 
Pete's-MGD-Bass-Bass-Moretti-Moretti Red-"Hi what can I get you?" 
"Two Bass and a weiss beer with lemon." 
Pete 's-MGD-Bass-Bass-Moretti-Moretti Red-two more Bass-weiss with 
lemon-"Hi what can I get you?" I asked, pausing for my allotted two seconds 
in front of a new customer. I needed to make it down to the cooler before 
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Jordan did another something fabulous and everyone cheered and I forgot the 
order. He didn't answer so I asked again: "Hi what can I get you?" speaking 
very fast so he'd know I was in a hurry, not even looking at him, not looking 
at anyone, Pete 's-MGD-Bass-Bass-"Do you want a drink, mister?" and I 
looked up at him then. 
He was not a Bulls fan. I knew this at first glance because his face was not 
painted red and black and white, nor did he have on a number twenty-three jer-
sey like everyone else crowding the bar. He was big and bulky and, sure, I'm 
brand new at this game, but even I could tell that this here fella was very, very 
drunk; deep red bloodshot eyes and breath that I could smell even with the 
mahogany bar separating us by seven feet. 
He was also not watching the Bulls like every other living soul in the city. 
He was watching me, looking me up and down slowly, taking more time than 
I had-or wanted-to give. 
I asked him again if he wanted something. I knew what / wanted: to be 
away from his stare. He asked for vodka and his voice crawled all over me. 
I ran down to the cooler and grabbed random bottles, dishing them out 
where they belonged across the bar. I remembered what Mort had told me 
about drunks-if they weren't out of line, go ahead and pour for them, but 
water it down good. As for what out of line meant, that was up to me. I filled 
a rocks glass with ice and reached for the bottle he requested. 
"Been a long time since I had one as pretty as you," he slurred as I began 
to pour, and my wrist froze and I held the bottle suspended in midair. 
"Beg pardon?" I said, and all around us the crowd jumped up and cheered. 
"Usually," he began, and his eyes were all over me and a bile-y taste was 
filling the back of my throat, a taste I would come to recognize as meaning 
DANGER DO NOT CROSS, "usually the girls I get are dog ugly. Not you," 
and he locked onto my tits and watched them with the same concentration that 
everyone else gave to the game. 
"You mean the girls behind the bar?" I asked, which was a stupid thing to 
say, I know. It was weak and showed off my naivete like a sandwich board, 
and why I picked that mother-of-sewer-scum to get all Anne-I-really-believe-
that-people-are-good-at-heart-Frank-y was beyond me. People are not good at 
heart. People are bastards, because at that moment what's-his-name grinned 
lecherously at me and said, "No, sweetheart, the girls that I FUCK." 
I froze in midpour. "I'm sorry, I can't serve you," I said, dropping the glass 
into the sink. I left the bar and crossed to the back of the room to get more pint 
glasses, yelling, "Excuse me," every two seconds and trying to regain control of 
my head. I felt like I wanted to take a shower, that's how disgusting that guy 
was, and I shook my arms in front of me as if that would get the memory off me. 
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I pushed my way to the front of the bar and started to stack the clean glass-
es into neat symmetrical rows. There were fourteen seconds left, we were 
down by two, and the crowd was exploding, yelling plays and encouragements 
and tongue-lashing up at the television. They were all standing up and mov-
ing around, so there's no way I would have seen him coming. One second I 
had the glasses and the next second he had me pinned against the bar, my back 
to the hard wood and him pressing into my front, his hands on my breasts and 
moving down my sides and all around us the crowd cheered wildly. I got swal-
lowed up whole by this intense revulsion, felt bile rise in the back of my throat 
and he was trying to kiss me and I kept pulling my head back until it couldn't 
go any farther, and there were blackheads and breath and his thighs were huge 
on mine so I couldn't kick, and his knuckles locked my elbows back so I 
couldn't push and he kept coming back for more of me, of my mouth and my 
skin and this pretty-girl flesh that he never got to fuck, poor guy, and I tried to 
scream but couldn't, and everyone else was screaming, and just when I 
thought I'd drown in all the filth and hot, hard fat, those callused brown hands 
locked around his windpipe. His eyes bugged out then, staring straight at me, 
but the look was different. I liked this look. It was his horror now, not mine, 
and as Mort lifted the drunk up and off me the crowd went wild, leaping into 
the air and high-fiving and hugging. I bent at the waist and threw up all over 
the bar floor. 
At 2:00 A.M. Mort shooed everyone out of the bar, and I made a break for 
the basement walk-in cooler under the pretext of stocking beer. "Freeze," said 
Mort. "Don't move a muscle," and he locked the front door behind him and 
came over to face me. "Look," he said, putting his hands on my shoulders. 
"I'm not always going to be there, you know." 
"I know, Mort," I said, and he said, "No, listen. You're going to have to 
learn how to take care of yourself." 
That got my dander up a bit, and I pulled backwards, out of his reach. "I 
can take care of myself," I said, defensively. I wanted to fly up and tell him 
that I was a big girl, that I could take care of myself, but the truth was that / 
was worried about me, too. My world had been computers and classrooms and 
executive lunches, and we're definitely not in Kansas anymore, Toto. 
I know," he said, "but I worry." 
I leaned on my elbows facing him, the bar dividing us like the line of duct 
tape that two feuding brothers stretch across their bedroom. "Why are you 
worried?" I asked. 
"You're not very ... assertive," he said carefully, watching my face for a 
reaction. 
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"Maybe if you'd give me your balls I would be," I said. "Apparently I 
need them more than you do." 
Mort grinned. "You're funny," he said, "funny, not assertive." He pointed 
behind me at the shot glasses and held up five fingers. "Assertive is-" 
"-to show assertion; positive, confident. To declare, defend, or vindi-
cate," I said, and, in answer to the look he gave me, "It was a question on the 
SAT." I grabbed the shot glasses and set them on the bar. 
Mort shook his head. "You're a smart girl, do you know that, June? And 
you're nice, too nice, I'm afraid." He lined up the little glasses and filled them 
to their rims with one long amber stream. "Are you ready?" he asked, setting 
the bottle back down on the bar. 
"Ready for what?" I didn't like where this was going. I'm not a big 
drinker, never have been, and basic mathematics proved that some of those 
shots were for me. 
"Repeat after me," Mort said grandly, and I leaned forward in attention. 
"FUCK YOU," he said loudly. 
"This is your assertiveness training?" I asked, and he said, "I know you've 
got a good head on your shoulders. I know you can be logical. But sometimes 
you have to put that aside and-" 
"-and be a bitch," I finished, and because I am logical, I knew this made 
sense. I have had an excellent-and if my father had been there he'd have said 
"expensive"-education. But there are some things that one cannot learn in a 
classroom. 
"Exactly," he said. "Now, this is what we're going to do. You are going to 
tell me to fuck off. If I believe you, we go home. If I don't, you drink these," 
and he tapped his finger next to the shot glasses. 
"I have to drink all of these by myself?" I asked incredulously. 
"Well," he said, settling back in his chair, "somebody's got to be sober to 
drive you home." He put his feet up on the bar stool in front of him and 
grinned at me. "I have a feeling this is going to take a while." 
I took a deep breath. Then I opened my mouth to say it and ... and I 
stopped. "This is the stupidest thing you've ever-," I started, but he cut me 
off. "Ah ah AH! NO." He spread his arms out in front of him as though he was 
declaring me safe at third. "This is NONDEBATABLE." 
"OK," I said, defeated, "OK, OK, OK, fuck you, OK." 
"WEAK!" he shouted, pounding his fist on the bar. "That was WEAK. 
Drink up." 
I wrapped one fist around a shot glass and shook my head. Why was I 
doing this? To prove something? To protect myself? What? 
"DRINK," Mort insisted. 
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If it wasn't for him, I told myself sternly, I would have lost much more than 
my sobriety, and I tilted my head back. 
The only time I ever drank was in front of my mother, and then only in 
teeny, well-planned sips. I had never done a shot before. Tequila is hot and 
hard, like swallowing a bullet that explodes fire in your belly. "Yeeellllch!" I 
spat. 
Mort laughed, and I tensed up. "This is not funny," I told him, feeling silly, 
young. Feeling hurt, like I wanted to take my Barbies and go home. 
"No, it's not funny at all," he said, laughing harder, with tears rising blue 
in his eyes. 
I felt tears in my own eyes, too, but for different reasons. "Fuck you," I 
whispered. 
Mort grabbed another shot and slid it down the bar straight into my hand. 
"Too QUIET!" he bellowed. "DRINK." 
The first shot was tingling in my fingertips by the time I slammed back the 
second. It burned, and I hated it, hated doing this. I leaned my elbows on the 
bar and covered my face with my hands. "Fuck you, Mort," I said painfully. 
He reached across the bar and pulled my hands away from my eyes, gripping 
both my wrists in one big palm and pointing at his face with a furious index 
finger. "HERE," he said, gesturing violently towards his eyes. "THIS is where 
you look." Still holding my wrists, he grabbed a shot with his free hand and 
deposited it into my hands. "Drink," he said, and I felt tears rise again as he 
pushed my hands away from him and leaned back on the bar stool. 
My head was hot now, hot like August on a CTA bus. I set the glass gin-
gerly into the sink and gripped the edge of the bar for balance. 
"Fuck-," I started strong enough, and all of a sudden I could hear my 
mother saying it, saying, Ladies don't say that, June, and I was seven years old 
with pigtails and Osh Kosh B' goshes looking up at her innocently and saying, 
"Mrs. Pritchard"-Mrs. Pritchard was the babysitter-"fell asleep on the 
couch and Evan and me-" "Evan and I," corrected my mother-"Evan and/ 
watched this man on cable television, and he was saying fuck and bass whole 
and bass turd and-" "That's enough, Junie," my mother said, and Mrs. 
Pritchard didn't babysit for us after that. I knew then that you have to go away 
if you say the wrong thing. 
"-you," I finished weakly, and Mort shook his head with disappointment. 
"Think of who you're saying it to," he ordered. I did another shot and my 
fuzzy brain remembered sitting on the porch steps watching my thirteen-year-
old brother Evan hurrying up the sidewalk with his chin up high and his 
schoolbooks clutched to his chest. As he got closer I could see his bottom lip 
quivering, and behind him came a group of junior-high schoolboys clapping 
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their hands loudly and shouting, I believe in fairies, I believe in fairies. I was 
only ten and didn't know what they meant-didn't know why Peter Pan was 
making my brother cry-only knew that he was hurting. I stood up then, 
grabbed a handful of pebbles from the gravel driveway and pulled my arm 
back just like my daddy taught me to throw a softball. 
"June!" Evan hissed through clenched teeth, grabbing my arm before I 
could let loose with my artillery. I looked up into his eyes, hot and green like 
my own, and I dropped the stones to the ground. It was too late, though. The 
gang of boys had seen what I was about to do and were already chanting in a 
way that only adolescent kids can: "Evan needs his sister to take care of him!" 
and "Evan's got a girl to protect him!" and "Maybe the Ellises are all mixed 
up. Maybe June is the boy and Evan's the girl!" 
"Fuck. You," I said to that memory, and Mort said, "Better. Not good 
enough, but better. Put some feeling into it. You're not going to say it unless 
somebody deserves it, so say it like-," and he kept talking but I wasn't lis-
tening then, I was thinking about Clay. He lived above this Japanese restau-
rant on Halsted. I was going to get some carryout and take it upstairs as a sur-
prise one day, but no one was at the counter. No one came out when I rang the 
bell by the register, either. "Hello?" I called, "HELLO?" I wandered into the 
back hall that led to the kitchen. There, leaning against the wall to the right of 
the girl's restroom, was my boyfriend. My Clay with his head thrown back, his 
pants down around his ankles, and his powerful fingers kneading the jet black 
hair of the waitress kneeling before him. I only saw her back, her thin olive 
arms latched onto Clay's hips and her head buried in his crotch, rocking back 
and forth, back and forth, back and forth, still in her kimono uniform with the 
red dragon on the back. 
Clay was moaning and she was gasping and I just stood there, staring, 
tears rolling down my cheeks, and she was rocking faster and he was moan-
ing louder, his neck muscles tense and his mouth open, breathing hard, her red 
fingernails dug into his skin and in the middle of it all I said it, said, "Clay," 
just his name, in a whisper. His eyes flew open and he saw me, registered me 
through the testosterone at the same time he came with this huge violent shud-
der, gulping back the pleasure so I wouldn't have to see it, like I hadn't already 
seen enough. 
"FUCK. YOOUUU," I said. My jaw was locked tight so the words came 
out hard like steel. I looked down through blurry vision at my white knuckles 
gripping the mahogany bar, tight and brittle like the skin might break. 
"Perfect," came Mort's voice from somewhere, and I palmed the glass he 
offered me, slammed it back and banged it upside down and empty back on 
the bar. "Do it again," he ordered, but I was already gone, was already think-
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ing about my roommate Lydia. Lydia coming home last week from work, still 
in the outfit she wore to dance: black G-string and black bra under this little 
dress that looked like a cage, thin strips of leather netted together and show-
ing off everything, her white skin and six-pack stomach and dips and delves 
and curves. She also had black stilettos, ripped black garters, and a black eye 
puffing purple across her brow bone. I wanted to cry when I saw her. 
"No, don't," she said as I came towards her with my hands outstretched, 
wincing as if I'd already touched her. "OK," I said, panicking. "Tell me what 
to do." She kicked off her shoes and turned her back to me, holding up her 
long red hair so I could unzip the back of the dress she was stuck in. I had to 
shut my eyes when I saw her back, had to squeeze my lids tight together, sort 
of like little kids who cover their eyes so they can pretend that bad things real-
ly aren't there. They were still there, though, when I got the courage to look 
again-thick red welts that blistered against her soft, perfect skin. 
"Oh my God, Lyd," I said, not sure how to help her without hurting her. I 
ended up running to the kitchen for scissors and cutting her out of the dress. 
"What happened?" I asked. I worked as gently I could, but the leather strips 
of her dress were sticking to the open sores and she cried out in pain as I pulled 
them away from her skin. "Nothing," she said, "just this guy down at the club 
got a little rough is all." 
"You've got to say something," I said, slicing though the last of the 
leather. The dress dropped to the floor and I walked around to look at her. 
Mascara ran down her face in black inky puddles, and I mopped at it with the 
hem of my nightgown, careful to avoid her swelling eye. 
"I can't," she whispered. "He's a customer." She hobbled over to her coat 
and pulled a wad of bills out of the inside pocket. Eight bills. Hundreds. 
She wiped her nose on the back of her hand and tried to smile. "At least I 
don't have to work for a month," she said, trying to put on this brave front. 
I couldn't even hug her. It would have hurt her too much. 
"Fuck you," I said aloud. I said it quietly, cold as ice, and when Mort put 
his hand on top of mine I jerked away and backed up until I hit the wall. I shut 
my eyes and everything swirled. 
The phone woke me and I sat up in bed-whoa. Sitting up was a very bad 
move. I put my hands to my head and wondered how I got home last night. 
My brain was BOOMing into the sides of my skull and the phone was scream-
ing Pick me up Pick me up Pick me up! from the wall outside my bedroom. 
There was so much NOISE and suddenly NOTHING was as important as get-
ting it to STOP, to rip the phone OUT of the wall and THROW it to the floor 
and CRUSH it beneath the weight of whatever blunt heavy object was most 
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easily accessible if I made it to the phone alive. 
I opened my bedroom door and shielded my eyes from the bright noon 
sunlight. I let the receiver fall into my hands and mumbled a hello. 
"Hello, princess," he said, and time stopped. Like if my cat had chosen 
that particular moment to jump from the table to the floor, she would be caught 
frozen in midair, hanging suspended with her paws outstretched. 
"Daddy," I said, automatically standing up straight, smoothing my hair 
back from my eyes, tugging at the hem of my boxer shorts as if to appear neat 
and tidy to someone eight hundred miles away. "I ... I ... I mean ... hi." 
BOOM BOOM BOOM went my head and I knew that this conversation was 
like the seventh trial of Hercules and if I could make it through in one piece I 
would get the girl and half the kingdom. 
"What are you doing home?" he asked then, and the BOOMs made the 
room shatter like an earthquake. I still hadn't told my parents that I'd quit my 
job at Mytex. I wanted to be ... I don't know, something before I came out 
with it. Something they could be proud of, and that wasn't a serving girl in a 
North Side bar. 
It was hard to keep up the act with my mother-she lived a half dozen El 
stops away and could pop up any time. My dad-he was off retired in upstate 
New York, and when was the last time I talked to him anyway? 
"I don't feel very good," I said quietly, and I knew that would be the only 
truth to come out of my tequila-ed mouth anytime soon. 
"You certainly don't sound well," he pointed out. Great, kick me while I'm 
down, whydon 'tea? I thought, and prayed he couldn't smell the alcohol on my 
breath via AT&T. 
"I know, Daddy," I said, summoning some cheeriness to put into my voice. 
"What did the doctor say?" he asked, and I hung my head. "I haven't been 
to the doctor," I said and thought Why not? You've got insurance! 
"Why not? You've got the insurance!" boomed my father on the other end 
of the line, BOOM BOOM BOOM. "Use it, that's what it's there for!" 
But I no longer have health insurance, Daddy, and why, you ask? Because 
I am a waitress in a bar. The phone beeped then, and I excused myself to get the 
other line, after promising to go see a doctor immediately. 
"Hello," I said, relaxing in my brief escape, and then there's that old saying 
from the military or something, Never let your guard down. 
"Do you know who I just HAPPENED to run into today at O'Toole's? Do 
you?" she asked, her voice hard and fast and splitting my brain like a jackham-
mer. 
"No, Mom, I don't," I said, wondering How did they do that? Two different 
people two whole worlds apart but they still get the urge to harass their daugh-
ter at exactly the same time. 
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My mother paused for dramatic effect. She paused for a long, long time, 
and then finally; "Hank WESTin," she said, and I'll tell you, I used my new 
word then: FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK. 
"I can explain, Mom," I said, but she was already off and going; "-and 
we were having the nicest of chats, you know, ladidadida the weather and ladi-
dadida economic sanctions-" 
"Mom," I said, because I couldn't listen to this. 
"-and for some reason I thought it would be all right to ask him how my 
only daughter is doing down at the office-" 
"Mom," I said again, putting one hand to my head. 
"-you know, expecting to hear glowing praise of your performance, and 
then he told me that you'd quit MONTHS ago, and I said there must be some 
mistake-'' 
"MOM!" I yelled, and dropped the phone so I could make it to the sink 
before I puked. 
And puked. And puked. And then I looked over at the receiver dangling 
from its cord out of the wall, and I could hear her voice calling JUNE JUNE 
JUNE. 
"Mom, can we continue this later?" I asked when I had convinced myself 
to pick the phone back up rather than stealing Lydia's car and driving to some-
where far away, I don't know, Guam? Was Guam far enough away? 
"June, what is-" 
"I DON'T FEEL VERY WELL RIGHT NOW, MOTHER," I said, slow-
ly and precisely so she would hear me over herself. "May we please continue 
this later?" 
She said something to the effect of Oh, we WILL get back to this, and I 
hung up the phone and leaned my forehead against the wall. It promptly rang 
again, right next to my ear, and with a quick FUCK FUCK FUCK said under 
my breath I picked it up, still with my forehead pressed against the wall, and 
said, "I'm really sorry, Daddy-" 
"-beginning to wonder if I'd lost you there-," he said, and I continued, 
"But do you think I could call you back? I'm REALLY not feeling that good 
right now." As if to prove my point, my head started to BOOM in earnest, as 
if twenty little men were trapped inside with sledgehammers. 
"Just wanted to run something by you, won't take a second," he said, and 
forged ahead. "You've been at Mytex about a year now, right?" 
Dear God, I thought. / promise never to drink again, nary a drop will 
touch my lips, just please please please let this be over with. "Right, a year," 
I said. 
"You've probably got some vacation time coming," he continued, and I 
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said "Probably," starting to thump my head against the wall in rhythm to the 
BOOMing. 
"Well, I just wanted to let you know that Joan and I would love it if you 
came out here. Haven't seen you in a while and-" 
"-sounds great, Dad," I said, cutting him off before I dropped dead on 
the kitchen floor. I turned around and leaned my back against the wall for sup-
port. "Can I think it over and call you back?" 
"Looking forward to hearing from you," he said, and hung up the phone, 
and I listened to the silence until the operator told me that if you'd like to make 
a call, please hang up and dial again. 
I hung up the phone, and my stomach started to quiver. I felt the bile climb 
from my belly to my chest to my throat-saw it as though I had X-ray 
vision-and I knew it was coming. Just let me get to the bathroom, I chanted 
silently, sprinting down the hall, the bathroom the bathroom the bathroom, 
and there I was on my hands and knees in front of the toilet, choking up all 
that tequila. "Oh God," I said under my breath when I'd finished, leaning 
backwards into the wall with my knees pulled up to my chest and my face 
buried into my knees. I couldn't hear anything over the BOOMing in my head. 
I started to count them to kill time: BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM five 
BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM ten BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM fifteen 
BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM twenty. 
I was at two hundred forty-five when Lydia charged top speed into the 
bathroom, dropped to her knees at the same place I'd just vacated, and puked 
out a pint of chocolate brickle. 
I watched her back as she bent over the toilet. She was wearing flannel 
pajama bottoms and a purple lace bra, so I could see the remnants of the bruis-
es. She wouldn't talk about how they'd gotten there, but I couldn't help but 
wonder. Were they rugbums? Did he hit her? 
"Rough night?" I asked. She whirled around and saw me sitting there, then 
slumped her shoulders and leaned back on her heels. Her black eye had dulled 
to yellow. 
"No," she said. "I didn't have anything to drink last night. It must be a 
twenty-four-hour thing." She reached for a slab of toilet paper and blew her 
nose heavily, simultaneously asking, "What happened to you? You look like 
hell." 
I wanted to say, Yeah, you too, but the truth is that Lydia looked pretty 
good. How does she do it? Puke up a lung and still look like a cover model? 
She must be part Borg. 
"Mort thought I needed a lesson in alcoholism if I was going to be behind 
a bar for the rest of my life," I mumbled, and her eyes got very big. "Mz. 
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Sobriety is drunk?" she said in mock wonder, reaching out to touch my knee. 
"Oh, honey, congratulations, your very first time!" 
"Do the sarcasm thing later, please," I requested, pressing my fingertips 
into my temples. 
"Oooh," she said, all sympathetic. "Headache?" She reached her lily arms 
over my head to massage the back of my neck. 
"Uuuuuuuuuughghghghgh," I groaned as her fingers dug through my skin 
and rearranged my muscle. 
"Hush," she said. "This will feel good in the end." She dug around some 
more and I groaned some more, but the booming was getting quieter, and qui-
eter, as though she'd found a volume dial implanted in my head and was turn-
ing everything DOWN, DOWN, down. "What are you doing out here?" she 
asked, meaning on the bathroom floor as opposed to my bed. 
"My father called," I said into my lap. Her fingers were unrelenting. 
"Really? What did he have to say?" 
The booming was gone now and I was free to rewind the conversation 
back in my head. Unfortunately. "Lots," I said. 
Lydia's hands left my neck. "You care to be more specific?" she asked. 
I lifted up my poor head and looked at her. "Not at the moment," I said bit-
terly. "My mother called, too, you know, beeped in on the middle of it, and I 
can't even talk to her under normal circumstances, let alone with two liters of 
Jose Cuervo pumped into my blood." 
Lydia shot me a look then. A hard look. 
"What," I said in response to her eyes, angry that she'd look at me like that 
when I felt so lousy. 
"Nothing," she said, reaching up to the bathroom counter and pulling her-
self to a standing position. 
I tilted my head back to look at her square-on. "No, not nothing," I said, 
feeling irritated and off-balance and unjustly accused. "Obviously it's some-
thing so you might as well just say it." 
She sighed. "Not when you ' re sick, June," she said, turning to the medi-
cine cabinet and riffling through it. 
I struggled to my feet. "I'm not sick," I said. "I'm DRUNK. Or at least I 
was. I'm in the aftereffects of being drunk, and I want you to tell me whatever 
it is you're NOT telling me-" I put one hand on the wall to steady myself-
"and then I want to go back to bed." 
"OK," she said, exasperated, "Just shut up for a second, jeez!" She found 
a bottle of aspirin in the cabinet and pulled at the childproof cap. "It's just that 
I get a little bit sick of hearing you dog your mom, is all." 
Whatever state my brain was in then, I saw a weird shade of red. 
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"WHAT?!" I said incredulously, shaking away the aspirin she offered me sim-
ply because she was offering it. 
"I mean you're lucky to have a mother who's interested in you," she said, 
popping her pills. "A lot of people don't have-" 
I cut her off. "Don't EVEN start with that shit, that 'You should be thank-
ful you've even got a mom' shit, it's like saying to someone who just went 
bald and bankrupt and lost their whole friggin' family in a freak elevator acci-
dent that 'Oh, well, at least you're not CRIPPLED or anything-"' 
"It's TRUE," she insisted. "You're LUCKY, and it's your own damn fault 
for not telling her how you feel-" 
"WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU KNOW ABOUT IT?" I boomed then, 
furious, and the pounding came back into my head tenfold. 
Lydia backed up into the crack between the sink and the tub. She looked 
fearful, like I'd thrown a grenade at her instead of words, and I immediately 
felt bad. "Lydia-," I started to apologize, and she stopped me before I could 
even get to the I'm, let alone the sorry. "No," she said, "no." 
"No what?" I asked, and she pushed past me out of the bathroom. I fol-
lowed her into the living room, where she toed on her sneakers and threw my 
jacket at me. "Where are we going?" 
She yanked a sweatshirt over her head and looked fire at me, saying, "It's 
time for you to meet my mother." 
We made two stops on the way. The first was for french fries and fish 
sandwiches, Lydia's hangover cure-all. The second was at a flower shop in the 
near South Side, over by Marquette Park. Lydia wanted to buy some lilies. Her 
mother, apparently, loved lilies, the purple ones that look like the petals are 
about to fall off onto the floor in teardrops. I wandered around the store as 
Lydia made her purchase, touching the thorns of roses into my fingertips, 
brushing silky flowers soft against my cheek. Flower shops are calming 
places; the smells are gentle, and there is a very simple feeling of life hap-
pening all around you. In Technicolor. "You know," the saleslady said then, 
busting through my train of thought, "the cemetery closes in a half hour." 
Suddenly the flower shop wasn't quite so pleasant. 
It was chilly when we got there; the mid-April afternoon warmth goes cold 
around five or six. "Through the gate," said Lydia, more to herself than to me, 
and I got the distinct impression that she didn't come here often if she had to 
repeat the directions aloud to herself. 
"Second left," she said. We passed acres and acres of tombstones, small 
and plain in perfect rows like tomato fields, every plant a foot-and-a-half apart 
from one another. "My mom lives to the left of the angel," Lydia said, direct-
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ing her words to me now, and what can you say to that? 
The sky was gray when we got out of the car, and the infamous Chicago 
wind bit through our pajama bottoms. "This is my mom, June," said Lydia, her 
hair blowing every which way. 
We stood on either side of the grave, a simple marble stone reading Angela 
La Vay, 1987. I did some quick math in my head-that would have made Lydia 
fourteen when her mother died. 
"Mom," said Lydia then, squatting down to brush dead leaves and dried 
flowers, "I brought a friend. This is June." 
Tell me, what was I supposed to say? Nice to meet you, ma' am? You have 
a lovely daughter? I sat down on the ground across from Lydia, who was still 
digging at the ground, pulling dark grass away from her mother's tombstone. 
"What happened?" I asked softly, hoping it was an OK question. 
Lydia told me how her mother had taken too many pills. Too many pills 
and too much liquor. "I came here to visit a lot, you know, after she died. But 
my grandmother worried that I was spending more time thinking about her 
dead than I was remembering her alive." She lay the small bouquet of lilies 
under her mother's name and stood up. 
We took Lake Shore Drive home. The city loomed over us on the left, 
huge and magnificent and ominously black against the blue sky, and on the 
right the lake zipped by like it was fast-forwarding. I hung my head out the 
passenger window and felt the wind on my face. That song was stuck in my 
head-what's it called? You got a fast car I I want a ticket to anywhere I 
Maybe we can make a deal I Maybe together we can get somewhere I 
Anyplace is better. Lydia was silent in the driver's seat, gripping the wheel 
tightly with her manicured hands. I turned to the lake. 
There was a couple walking hand in hand on the beach. We passed them-
they came and went like a fast snap of your fingers-but their image caught 
in my head and stayed there, suspended: man and woman with sand between 
their toes, water lapping at their feet, sun setting brillantly behind as if special 
ordered for that pulp-romantic moment. 
OK, so I'll admit it. I hated them. I hated them completely, with every 
fiber of my being-those two people that I didn't know and hadn't even seen 
but for a moment. I hated them because symbolically they were happy. Oh 
sure, I know, maybe they were fighting as they walked down that beach, 
maybe they were divorcing, maybe they wanted somewhere secluded where 
no one could hear the screaming, maybe they wanted to send their bodies to a 
watery grave. I always weigh those possibilities, but the fact of the matter is 
that I'm a pretty optimistic cynic. I truly believed that couple was happy. And 
that's why I hated them so much. 
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I looked back at Lydia. She was still quiet, lost somewhere in her mind. 
Her face looked tight, and I thought her mouth was quivering a bit, but it was 
awfully dark in the car. 
And of course, I hate myself for hating them. It's like verifiable proof that 
I am an evil, selfish bitch, and the happiness of others only inspires my own 
personal misery. It's like if I get in a fight with someone, and they say YOU 
BITCH, I'll have to say Yes, yes, you 're right, I'm a bitch, and I'm not proud 
of it, even if they were calling me a bitch for some totally unrelated reason. 
Because karmically, it all catches up to you in the end, right? 
I heard a fast exhale of breath. Like she was crying. 
"Lyd?" I asked, concerned, just about the same time she turned into the 
off-ramp at the Fullerton exit. You have to tum left, west towards the city. All 
there is on the east is water. "Lydia, what's the-," was all I got out-it hap-
pened so fast, I had no time to think, let alone to stop her-she yanked the 
wheel hard right. Our headlights illuminated the knee-high guardrail for the 
briefest of seconds before we slammed into it, slammed into it HARD, and I 
lurched forwards, watching the windshield halt one too-close-for-comfort inch 
away from my nose. The impact set off a shrieking siren through my body: 
OMIGOD OMIGOD OMIGOD, we've been hit! What do I do in case of acci-
dent? 911, Stop, Drop, and Roll, flush immediately with water, hold it up over 
your head, put ice on it, put heat on it, elevate it, HELP, CALL EMS, I can't 
remember which one! 
Everything was very still then. The stillness weighed eight hundred 
pounds. I couldn't hold it up all by myself. 
I tried to wiggle my toes inside my shoes-they still worked. So did my 
fingers after I let go of the door handle I'd been gripping, and I could flex the 
muscles in my arms and legs. I turned my head to the right. Good, nothing bro-
ken. I turned my head to the left then, and remembered Lydia. Lydia. Lydia 
turning the car the wrong way. Lydia aiming us into the water. Lydia clutch-
ing the steering wheel with tight white knuckles, staring straight ahead and 
breathing heavy. Lydia breathing. I wanted to say her name, say, "Lydia," and 
see her tum towards me and smile, but I wasn't ready to try out my voice. 
I turned forward and followed her gaze. The hood of the car was blending 
neatly into the squashed iron guardrail, and the one functioning headlight lit 
up fifty feet of wooded public park with Lake Michigan at its edge. 
We sat there in the stillness. I listened to my heart pounding. And the 
waves lapping against the shore. And Lydia breathing. And the wind. And 
traffic behind us. Did I mention my heart pounding? 
"Whoops," said Lydia in a small voice. We were still looking straight 
ahead at the water. 
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"Well," I said, "that was fun." My words came out monotone. "Shall we 
do it again?" 
Lydia looked over at me. "Are you being facetious?" she asked carefully, 
searching my face. 
"I don't think so," I said. 
She turned her face back to the water and we both sat there, staring. I half 
expected that happy couple to walk across my line of vision. 
"What a way to go," Lydia said eventually. She hadn't loosened her 
knuckles from the steering wheel. "It would be the Thelma and Louise end-
ing," she whispered, as though the moment might be shattered by speaking at 
normal decibels. "Flying through the air, holding hands-" 
"I think those trees up there might break up the flow," I said bitterly, and 
she told me not to think about that part. She told me to think about flying. 
So I thought about it. "I can't have an ending yet," I told her, letting loose 
my seat belt and searching for the door handle. "I have too much to do still." 
I got out of the car and walked blindly into the park towards the water, feel-
ing my limbs tingle. I consciously chose not to look back at the car. 
Lydia followed me, sitting down on a thin strip of beach near my feet. 
"Like what?" she asked, and I could tell that she really wanted to know. 
"Like ... ," I started, and a million things entered my head then, like hav-
ing a family and growing old and seeing the world; proving myself to my par-
ents and, for that matter, to myself, and finding someone to love and all these 
things that suddenly seemed so very important. "I still don't know what I 
want," I said, looking down at the top of her red head. "You know, I don't feel 
really ... content." 
"You think you're going to die once you're content?" she asked, her voice 
drifting up to me on the wind. 
"Well sure," I said. "I mean, I'm not going to be content until I've done 
everything I'm supposed to do, right? Isn't that when I'm supposed to die?" 
"NO!" she said bitterly, "that's when you're supposed to sit back and 
enjoy everything you just did!" 
"You enjoy it WHILE you're doing it, not AFTER. And YOU'RE the one 
who taught me that!" 
Lydia's hair spread in the wind. It had been nearly a year since I'd met her, 
since she first came into my life, and during that year I'd spent a great deal of 
time watching her, how she carried herself, how she acted, how she was. This 
was the first time that she didn't seem to have control. 
"Hey, Lyd," I said then, because she wasn't speaking. Why did you do it? 
I thought. Why did you do it? I opened my mouth to form the words: Why did 
you do it? Why? That's all I was thinking, but I couldn't say it. "Do you want 
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to go for a walk?" I asked, and she looked at me and smiled, as if saying thank 
you for not asking. 
I held out my hands to her, and she took them so I could pull her to her 
feet. We shed our shoes and our shock, and started back towards the city, feel-
ing wet and squish between our toes. Lydia ran into the water up to her ankles 
and turned to look at me, the reflection of the moon spotlighting her-her hair 
flying loose in the Chicago wind, her beautiful body lost in that two-times too-
big sweatshirt, her pajama bottoms scrunched up over her knees to keep dry. I 
will keep that image of her forever in my mind, my powerful, perfect friend so 
like a little child. "Is this what the ocean looks like?" she asked. 
"You've never been to the ocean?" I asked from the shore. 
"Nope," she said. "Never left Chicago." We walked for a while, every now 
and again bumping into one another trying to keep our footing. "That's some-
thing I'd like to do before I ... before I'm content," she finished, and then 
looked up at the sky. 
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Inner-City Wishes 
K. Broussard 
Dear Diary: I'm home from the shit-hole of a place that I'm supposed to be for 
four long years of what is supposed to be the best time of my now-shitty life. 
What have I done to deserve to be the center of God's wrath? But I guess I can 
look on the bright side of things: one day down and only nine hundred and 
sixty-three to go. I hear my mother calling me. What the hell does she want? 
What do I want for dinner? What I wouldn't give for a Polish lying in a bed 
of seasoned grilled onions from Max's truck or a deep-dish slice with extra 
gooey cheese from Spaccio's. Unfortunately, the smells coming from the 
kitchen are more like roast beef and cabbage. I just told her that I wasn't hun-
gry, though. But I am starvin' like Marvin! When we got home there were two 
baskets of home-baked goods and a platter of cookies with mini psychedelic 
Post-it notes with the words Welcome Wagon written in a curly-like penman-
ship. I was ready to grub! And do you know what that woman did? She took 
the baskets of banana bread and muffins and tossed it in the trash can. Then 
she took the platter of chocolate chip, oatmeal and raisin-I think they were 
raisins-and sugar cookies and tossed it in the trash can too. I was like 
gaaaadamn ! She smacked my hand when I went for the trash can-forget 
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throwing all that good food away. I was absolutely crushed when I watched 
the perfectly shaped loaves and saucer-sized brown and yellow discs of butter 
and sugar and pure pleasure slide into the big brown plastic bag. When I asked 
her why she threw it all out, she actually had the nerve to say, "White folks are 
crazy and you can't trust 'em." Why the FUCK did we move out here with 
them, then!? (Of course I didn't say that, since it would have been the last 
thing I ever said, but I thought it real hard and rolled my eyes, once I came 
into my room, free from stinging backhands.) I had just gotten what seemed 
like a year-long lecture on the fact that I should try to make friends with these 
straw heads. She went on and on the whole ride home, saying that I would get 
used to living in what she considers paradise and what I know to be the land 
of wide green lawns and small white minds. (Damn, I'm hungry!) I guess I'll 
go check out what's going on in my paradise. I figure Landa, Tasha, or Aiesha 
should be home about now, so I'll go make my round of calls and see what's 
popping in the city and get a taste of the old neighborhood. So I think I'll end 
this here. 
"Who is it?" Aiesha's rasping voice between her intermittent gum popping 
almost brought tears to Ann's eyes, she hadn't heard it in so long. 
"Hey, girl." 
"Oh shiit! What's up?! Man, did we miss you today!" 
"How' d it go, girl?" 
"Maaann! The teachers are trippin', the homework is crazy, and the bro-
thas-juniors now-are all ripe and ready for pickin'. Shiiit, you know what 
I'm saying?" 
"Hell yeah, tell me all about it." 
"Well, first ... ," Ann's mind wondered off as she made her own private 
reality of Aiesha's break down of the first day at Donner Academy. 
Ann could see the stone building of Donner Academy standing on the cor-
ner of Canner Street and Wood Park Avenue. There were the freshmen, wear-
ing brand new two-piece outfits which made them look more like freshmen, 
the sophomores trying to look cool, the juniors laughing with their friends and 
just trippin ' out and shit, and the seniors being cool, as usual. 
Ann could see the outside walls and cement benches draped with various 
skin shades from brown to the creamiest vanilla complexion. 
Of course, practically every slim is wearing the smooth, high, top-fade 
hair cut and the fly girls are all swinging that badass fresh-from-the-beauty-
shop asymmetrical hairdo. If you weren't sporting something that said [zod, 
Guess?, or Coach, you might as well be a drooling retard, digging in your nose 
and eating paste. 
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"And you know I was looking fly, girl." 
"What'd you sport?" Ann really didn't have to ask; she knew Aiesha 
would represent effectively, like she did every year. She'd make sure not to 
overdo it, but she'd still look good enough to maintain a sufficient amount of 
male attention. 
Ann pictured Aiesha sauntering through the Donner Academy hall-her 
asymmetrical bob, hot-curler fried, sheened up, and cuffed on the sides of her 
honey-colored face, her snow-white ankle socks poking out of her snow-white 
K-Swiss gym shoes, and her white stretch top, really stretching across those C 
cups, as legs sculptured like a dancer's stemmed from her sapphire blue wrap 
skirt. She had all silver accessories, except for her brown Coach purse. It was 
one Aiesha had had for about a year, so it wasn't tattered, but had just enough 
wear and tear. All used duds, nothing new, for she could not afford to have a 
freshman image and risk major ridicule. Even though she had come from 
Wilbur Links Junior High down the street, and most knew she was a freshman, 
she couldn't look like one. 
To: Ann Kamil Smith 
From : Aiesha Maureen Johnson 
Re: Day One-Donner Academy 
Note: As you'll see, the rest of the day is not too different from your day 
in what you call the crap-hole. Only thing, while the homies from Links expe-
rience it together, you have to go through it with strangers. 
First period: English. I have some crazy woman with long gray hair, with 
some black strands and a roaming eye. Her name is, like, Rosemary-some-
thing Stein. She gave a shitload of homework to do. Reading Shakespeare and 
shit like that. 
Second period: Study Hall. It'll be my nap hall. 
Third period: Gym. I got swimming, so I guess I'll be getting cramps 
every other week-can't get that hair wet. Of course, the guys are looking 
pretty cute, so I might just do an up-do type of style with my hair slicked up 
for this six -week term. 
Fourth period: Spanish. Ms. Albeda is really cool, she says she's Cuban, 
but her hair is kinky like a sister's. She'll be bringing in churros and other 
snacks for us every Friday. 
Fourth period: Lunch. We get open campus, thank God! I can't be sucking 
down mystery meats and bowls of fat and plates of grease. 
Sixth period: Honors Algebra. What the hell was I thinking? 
Seventh period: Honors Biology. I'm ready for med school-yeah right! I 
should be in remedial, since I don't have a clue what is going on. The professor 
K. Broussard 97 
looks just like Lurch, from The Addams Family, and he gave us a syllabus as 
thick as my notebook. I'm counting down minutes to Xmas break. 
Eighth period: History. I would have to have the absolute most boring 
class at the end of the day. I sit in the back so it'll be just like second period, 
you know what I'm saying? 
Once you've gone through the above, I'll be happy to discuss any com-
ments you may have. Peace and hair grease! 
Ann stomped into her bedroom and slammed the door as hard as she 
could. The force jarred the entire frame, and she hoped her mother and father 
felt the force. 
She heard her mother's slippers scuff against the marble floor as she 
approached her door. 
"Ann, open this door, right now!" 
Ann lay on her bed and looked straight at the door, mouthing profane, 
unrepeatable messages of rebellion, accompanied by both of her middle fin-
gers. 
The door swung open, and Ann's hands flew down at her sides. "What is 
your problem?" The words pushed through her mother's clenched teeth. 
The smell of baked chicken and Lysol crept from the kitchen into Ann's 
room as she watched her mother walk towards her. The low murmur of the 
MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour streamed in while her father watched it across the 
hallway in the sitting room. 
"I am talking to you, Ann Kamil Smith, what is your problem?" 
"I want to go to Aiesha's house," Ann mumbled. 
"We haven't been out here an entire month, and already you want to get 
back to the ghetto . . . " 
Ann's mother went on and on with her you-should-be-grateful-to-live-
here speech, and Ann's mind wandered off to the familiar and desirable scenes 
of Aiesha's house. 
If only for two fun-filled nights and three earth-shattering days she could 
stop dining on the wretched three balanced meals a day, prevent the jovial 
chirping of birds outside every damn window, and remove herself from the 
exquisite rooms, adorned with crystal and antiques in every comer that one 
could only remain in during holidays, or in the case of entertaining. If only she 
could be transported to the cool-ass party nest of Aiesha's house, where the 
music would pump from the speakers and Aiesha's supercool city mom would 
be popping her fingers and swaying her hips to a beat at any given hour. 
Ann had spent the last two days submerged in the ocean of chores her 
mother had given her, and every waking minute begging and pleading to get 
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the hell out of her suburban prison. It seemed like she had to do everything 
from laying new bricks on the house to tiling the basement. A small penance, 
Ann felt, to get back to the city, her old 'hood that she had been so viciously 
ripped from only a month before. 
"Trouble in paradise?" her father poked his head around the door and 
added his sarcastic two cents. 
"Miss Oh-the-world-is-over-because-I-live-in-dreadful-suburbia wants to 
hang with homies in the city," her mother said as she popped her fingers and 
pushed her head in and out to show how seriously she took the matter. 
"Instead of you traipsing out into the who-knows-what in the city, maybe 
Aiesha should make plans to have a stay out this way. I'm sure it would be a 
nice change for her." Ann's father, half listening to his beloved NewsHour, 
turned his head back towards the room as the Lehrer discussion became heat-
ed. Imagine that. 
"Don't nobody want to come out here," Ann retorted. 
Her father refrained from looking at the news show, and disgust pushed 
from every pore of her mother's face. 
"Don't nobody ... don't nobody? Is this what you have picked up in the 
city streets? Because you have not been taught to butcher the English language 
like this. I don't know if you get this from going to the city or not, but you 
should try to act as though you have some sense and were raised in a proper 
home, young lady." 
"Man, everybody talks like this." 
"You may address me as Mother, and you are not everybody; do you 
understand me?" 
Her father shook his head in disbelief and stuck two more cents in before 
Ann could answer: "Before we know it, you'll be snapping your neck, cutting 
your eyes, and your head will be rolling with absolute precision." 
"She already does that." Ann's mother stared at her with shame. 
"If she wants to do all that jive talk and end up smoking reefer or selling 
it and end up behind metal bars or impregnated by some low-life wanna-be 
rapper who'll never amount to anything and leave her fat and lonely in the 
long run, let her. We tried ... " 
"I disagree, Charles. You did not take two years' salary to get us out of that 
depressed environment with single mothers raising kids by different fathers, 
and everything else." 
"I'll take that, before I take this place. At least my peeps was back there. 
Ain't nobody here." Ann snapped her neck for emphasis. 
"Well, ask yourself where your 'peeps' will be in the next five or ten years. 
You mark my word, they won't be doing much of anything." Her father wan-
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dered back into the room for the second Lehrer segment. 
Whether they turned out to be Ivy Leaguers or drug dealers, they were still 
Ann's friends, and they were where she wanted to be. 
"Your father is right; think about it." 
"Mom, can't I go to Aiesha's house, just for the weekend? Please?" 
"I' 11 think about it." 
"I don't have any friends out here, and I want to have some fun." 
"I bet. You just look for trouble, don't you? Well, your beloved streets is 
certainly where you'll find it." 
"I won't get into anything. It'll be like a vacation for me." 
"I said I'd think about it, Ann Kamil Smith. But this playing the martyr, 
defiant behavior, and all of that horrible slang, must stop right now, OK?" 
Ann's mother looked at her with her hands on her hips and turned around to 
leave her room. 
As Ann watched her mother walk out of sight, she wanted to ask how she 
used to talk when she was coming up in that one-room kitchenette in the 
Stateway Gardens housing project. But she would have been picking up her 
face from the floor if she had, since that was not a topic that would ever be up 
for discussion. 
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The Alderman 
Teresa Puente 
The alderman slipped off his leather gloves as he strutted through the fac-tory, his attention not on the buzzing machinery enveloping him, but on 
the graceful lilt of the woman walking a few paces in front of him. With each 
step she took, the bottom of her skirt kicked up a few inches revealing a firmly 
toned calf. He wondered if her skin was smooth, and if she shaved her legs, 
strengthened by all the hours spent standing in the factory. But he could not see 
through the shiny beige mask of her pantyhose. His heartbeat quickened and his 
palms started to perspire as he tried to study the shape of her bottom, but it was 
lost in the gray overcoat of her factory uniform. The overcoat fell just above the 
hem of her full-bodied skirt, which bounced up with each step she took. He 
quickened his pace, walking double-time to catch up to this mysterious woman 
with long curly locks, blacker than any he had ever seen. As he reached her side, 
he was startled as he looked into her eyes, noticing the broad shape of her nose 
and her tawny skin. "My, you're the prettiest Mexican girl I've ever seen," he 
said, extending his hand. 
Mercedes stopped in her tracks, so surprised by the comment that she almost 
slapped this stout man with his ruddy cheeks and receding hairline. 
"I'm Alderman O'Malley," he said, holding his arm still, waiting for her to 
clutch his hand. 
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Mercedes feigned a smile and weakly shook his slimy hand, glancing 
away from the alderman as she introduced herself. "I'm Mercedes Rodriguez." 
The alderman paused a moment and said, "That name sounds very famil-
iar. Does your family own a restaurant?" 
Mercedes, slipping her hands into her overcoat pockets, said, "No, but my 
uncle owns a bar. Maybe you are confusing him with someone else." 
"Yes, now I remember. El Tejano. That's your uncle's bar. Your uncle, he 
has respect for someone like me. He treats my friends well when they stop by," 
the alderman said, raising his eyebrows and grinning wide as if Mercedes 
understood the unspoken terms between aldermen and bar owners. "You peo-
ple are very hardworking. You know the Mexicans and Irish share a lot in 
common." 
"I'm Mexican-American," Mercedes interrupted. "I was born in Texas." 
"I guess you could call me an Irish-American as well," the alderman said, 
seeking common ground. 
"That's nice," Mercedes said politely. "But if you'll excuse me I have to 
get back to work." 
"Of course," the alderman said, touching Mercedes's arm. "The pleasure 
was all mine." 
Mercedes turned and walked away, her skirt bouncing with each step, and 
the alderman eyed her smooth legs until she turned a comer and disappeared 
among the machinery. He was so taken by her beauty that he forgot to ask her 
the way to Mr. Johnson's office. He wandered past several assembly lines and 
stopped to ask a worker for directions, who told him that he had seen Mr. 
Johnson last by the vats where the explosion started. He drew the alderman a 
map on a napkin. "You go down dis way an' make a right an' when you hit da 
wall go left. He should be down dere," he said in a strong Chicago accent. The 
alderman patted him on the shoulder and followed the map to a comer of the 
factory where he found Mr. Johnson taking notes on his clipboard. 
"Busy at work," the alderman shouted. "It's good to let the others see you 
working. It sets a good example." 
"This is the worst part of the job," Johnson said, standing over the chalk 
outline on the ground where one of the workers had fallen. "And it could grow 
even worse." 
"How do you mean?" the alderman asked, scratching his head. 
"Some of the workers are asking a lot of questions. They want answers to 
questions that I cannot give them," Johnson said, running the pen across his 
clipboard and then slipping it behind his ear. 
"Don't you worry about that. That's my job. Plus I've already taken care 
of the families," the alderman said, running his fingers against his thumbs as 
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if he were slipping dollar bills through them. 
"I did my part as well," Johnson said, moving closer to the alderman so he 
would not be heard by any others. "But there is some grumbling, especially 
among Mexicans, because you did not pay a visit to the family of the young 
girl killed." 
"So there are rumors flying about," the alderman said. "It's hard pleasing 
everyone, plus I have to keep my people in mind. What was her name?" 
"Rodriguez. Esperanza Rodriguez," said Johnson, writing her name down 
on his clipboard and showing it to the alderman. 
"I know that name. I just ran into one of your girls, a Mercedes Rodriguez. 
Are they related?" the alderman asked, his interest piqued by the thought of 
running into her again. 
"Yes. They are sisters and there's a third one as well, a Socorro Rodriguez. 
Nice girls. Hard workers, too," said Johnson, looking back at the gaping hole 
that was blown through the vat as though a grenade had exploded it. 
"Well, I'll just have to pay my respects now, won' t I? We want to keep 
everyone here happy. Don't we?" said the alderman, pulling a cigar from an 
inner pocket in his jacket. 
"I'll give you their address. Come with me to the office," Johnson said, 
leading the way. 
"Don't you worry," the alderman said, pausing to light the cigar. "I'll take 
care of everything." 
The alderman walked out onto the snow-covered street, over cracks in the 
sidewalk that he should have had fixed. He pulled out a black notebook and 
marked down the intersection so he would not forget. It was near sunset now, 
and he noticed the orange glow behind the spiny smokestacks of the incinera-
tor as the day died over the city landscape. It was a far cry from the rolling 
green hills of Ireland, hills he could only imagine, but his father had told him 
they were greener than an emerald on a queen's brooch. God rest his soul! He 
walked past young guns shoveling the snow off their Fords, and they tipped 
their hats to him and shouted: "Good day, boss!" Walking north on Ashland 
Avenue, he saw the sign for El Tejano in big green letters with a cartoonish 
drawing of a cowboy roping a calf, and he thought that it had been a while 
since he paid Simon Rodriguez a visit. Now seemed as good a time as any. 
The door swung open, and Frankie nearly dropped a beer bottle, startled 
by the presence of the alderman who he recognized from a ribbon cutting when 
the new playground was built next to the school. He looked even bulkier than 
he remembered him, and his heavy black winter coat made him look larger 
than any man he knew. Frankie had the impression that he was a powerful 
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man, and he froze momentarily, unsure what to say or do. "Get me a drink, 
boy! Scotch wit' water," the alderman shouted, and Frankie fumbled over the 
liquor bottles picking a few up to read the labels until he found the Scotch. "Is 
this OK, sir?" Frankie asked, holding the bottle over the bar where the alder-
man sat on a stool. "Sure, kid. It's pretty empty in here," the alderman said, 
scanning the room as if he were looking for some violation of city ordinances. 
"We don't open 'til six," Frankie explained, carefully placing the drink in front 
of the alderman. "Is that right? Your uncle doesn't have the license to open ear-
lier. Why don't you go fetch your uncle?" 
Frankie ran into the kitchen where his uncle was cutting up the beef for 
tacos with the meat he bought from the butcher next door; they had a conve-
nient agreement, bartering liquor for meat. "The alderman is here," Frankie 
cried. "He wants to talk to you." Simon grazed his finger on the knife, startled 
by the news of his visitor. Bright red blood oozed from his forefinger. "Jesus, 
Mary, and Joseph. Did he say what he wanted?" he asked Frankie as he ran his 
hand under the faucet and then wrapped a towel around his finger to stop the 
bleeding. Frankie raised his shoulder with the puzzled look of a carnival mon-
key begging for a treat. "Damn it," his uncle shouted as he wrapped a bandage 
around his finger. "Tell him I will be there in a minute." 
Frankie ran out to the bar and repeated what his uncle told him, "He says 
he will be there in a minute." The alderman ran his finger around the edge of 
his drinking glass and said, "Is that so? Well, I don't like to be kept waiting." 
Frankie, so frightened that he could barely speak, sputtered out: "He, he, ah, 
he cut hisself ... with a knife ... he was cutting meat." The alderman, nod-
ding his head with a little more understanding, replied "OK, kid. Just pour me 
another Scotch and water, and make it a double." Frankie snapped to; straight-
ening his shoulders like a soldier who was just given an order, he ran behind 
the bar and poured the alderman another glass of Scotch, squirting water out 
of the bar fountain. "Here you go, sir, a double." The alderman took a big 
swig, and Frankie watched his Adam's apple move up and down like the pis-
ton of a locomotive. 
Simon walked out of the kitchen and rushed up to the alderman, offering 
his apologies like a sinner begging for mercy-never mind that it had been 
years since he went to church. "So sorry to keep you waiting, sir. What can I 
do for you?" The alderman glanced down at the bandage on Simon's finger 
and saw the bright blood seeping through the gauze. "Looks like you got in a 
scrape," he said, taking another swig of his drink. "It's nothing, sir, really, 
nothing," Simon said, reaching into his pocket and slipping the alderman a 
twenty-dollar bill. The alderman looked at the crisp bill almost floating in his 
palm and handed it back to Simon. "That's for my boys. You give it to them 
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next time they come back to visit. I got other business to talk about today." 
Simon, perplexed, was unsure what more the alderman could want, and he 
waited for him to speak first. "I am sorry for your loss, Simon," the alderman 
said with the sweetness of a choir boy. But Simon knew that nothing with the 
alderman came from the goodness of his heart, and he was worried that this 
devil was ready to make a deal with him. "My niece, Esperanza. You heard 
about her death? You know that her name meant hope." The alderman grabbed 
Simon's injured hand tightly, and said in a low tone, "I know about everything 
that happens in this neighborhood, and I am here to offer my apologies for not 
stopping by earlier." Simon knew that he was driving at the money, for every-
thing with the alderman revolved around money, and Socorro told him how he 
had given money to other families but not to theirs. He could not risk telling 
the alderman off, because that would mean risking his liquor license, which 
was already for limited hours. He concentrated so hard on what the alderman 
was saying that he almost forgot the pain in his hand, a pain increased by the 
burly grip of the alderman. "Thank you for your condolences. Can I offer you 
another drink?" he asked, wrestling his hand free to reach for the alderman's 
glass. 
"That's polite of you," said the alderman, who looked up at the walls and 
noticed that his picture was nowhere to be seen. There were paintings of 
Mexican heroes and posters of famous singers, but nothing paying a tribute to 
local leaders. "I got to get you a framed photograph over here and one of the 
mayor, too," the alderman said, guzzling down his fresh drink. "Respect is 
important, and that is the reason I came down here to show your family the 
needed respect." 
Simon started wiping down the bar and nodded his head approvingly, fear-
ful of showing disrespect. "Speaking of your family, how is your other niece?" 
Simon quickly dropped his rag, somewhat perplexed and fearful to ask the 
alderman why he wanted to know about his niece. Maybe if he played dumb, 
the question would pass. "Which one? I have two other nieces here in Chicago 
and so many in Texas that I can't even count them all." The alderman, grow-
ing somewhat annoyed with Simon, interrupted him, "I am thinking of that 
young and beautiful niece of yours that I met in the factory. What is her name? 
Mercedes, like the car. Isn't that a cute name?" Simon, his suspicions raised 
since the alderman's reputation as a ladies' man was known throughout the 
city, said. "Her name actually means Mercy, in the religious sense of the word. 
She is a good girl. Has a boyfriend, too." 
"Mercy, mercy, mercy." The alderman repeated the words like a mantra, 
as if a genie would grant him a wish if he said her name three times in a row. 
"Mercy, mercy, mercy." The alderman reached in his pocket, pulled a white 
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business card out of his wallet, and held it in his hand like it was a gold coin 
or a round-the-world plane ticket. "You have Mercedes come see me on 
Friday, about five o'clock," the alderman said, nearly spitting at the thought of 
her lips against his. Simon hesitated a moment before taking the card, for he 
knew that he might be leading his niece into dangerous waters. Frankie 
skipped up to the alderman and grabbed the card and slipped it into his uncle's 
good hand. The alderman finished the rest of his drink and buttoned up his 
coat. "I'll send the photographs with the boys next time they come around. 
Remember, it's all about respect." 
Manuel clutched Mercedes's hand, his left steering the wide wheel of his 
black Chevy, and he wanted to enjoy the drive along Lake Michigan, chunks 
of ice bobbing in the water, signs that winter was here. The sun was bright on 
this cloudless day, whiter than a Texas summer morning, but soon it would 
fade with the afternoon whistle signaling the beginning of the night shift. 
Since they had the day off, Manuel wanted to take Mercedes on this drive, and 
he promised himself that he would not talk of marriage, as he already knew 
her answer. He wondered how Mercedes would look in a wedding gown, 
imagined her full figure in place of the stiff mannequins he saw when he drove 
past the bridal shops along Ashland Avenue. In some places, there were so 
many of these shops that he wondered how they could all stay in business, and 
whether he would ever see her full hips and breasts fill out a wedding dress. 
Even in her gray uniform she was beautiful. 
"Pretty, isn't it?" Manuel asked, turning his gaze away from the choppy 
water and back to Mercedes's clear brown eyes. She nodded her head and 
slightly smiled, squeezing his hand back. Mercedes knew that he was hoping 
she would change her mind about the proposal, but she also knew that he 
understood she could not leave her family right now. Ever since Esperanza had 
died, Socorro depended even more on her salary from the factory, and with her 
brother fighting in Korea, she could not leave the family until he came home 
safely. 
"It's lovely," Mercedes said in almost a whisper, gazing out over the lake. 
She relished this quiet time she shared with Manuel, as there was not much 
to say that they didn't already know. Loving him made her feel like she fit 
somewhere in this cold city, giving her something that the others in the facto-
ry and in the neighborhood could not share. 
Mercedes scooted over to Manuel and rested her head on his shoulder and 
watched the buildings change color as the sun set around them, from a glow-
ing yellow to a fiery red, and the aching in her heart began to settle. 
"I need you to take me over to the alderman's office in a little while," 
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Mercedes told Manuel, who turned to her with a confused look. 
"What is that about?" 
"I imagine that he wants to talk about Esperanza. He helped out some of 
the other families." 
"I don't want you to take his money." 
"Manuel, we need the money." 
"I will help you. I don't trust those politicians. Nothing with them is free." 
"Don't worry about it. Besides, you need to save your money to start up 
your own business." 
"But do you really think he wants to help find out the cause of the acci-
dent? I think he gave the other families that money to keep them from asking 
questions." 
"Manuel, don't worry. This meeting won't stop me or anybody else in my 
family from looking for answers. Besides, the alderman may be able to help us." 
"Just be careful. I don't trust that man." 
"You can wait for me when I go into his office. If I don't like what he has 
to say, I will just leave. It's that simple." 
"I want to go in with you. You shouldn't go see him alone." 
"Look, Manuel, he asked to see me. Don't worry. We should go soon or I 
will be late." 
Manuel started up the car and drove north up Lake Shore Drive and then 
several miles west to their neighborhood. He pulled up to the alderman's 
office on Ashland Avenue, and Mercedes buttoned up her coat before stepping 
out of the heated car. 
"Don't worry. I will be back in a few minutes." 
"I am not going anywhere. If you need anything, I will be right here, waiting." 
The alderman was seated at the desk smoking a cigar. The smoke irritated 
Mercedes's eyes and nose when she walked into the room. She covered her 
mouth with her hand as she coughed. 
"You all right?" the alderman asked, rubbing his cigar out on a silver ash-
tray. "You look pretty healthy to me." 
Mercedes stood inside the door of his office, leaving it open a crack in 
case she decided to exit quickly. "I'm just fine. My uncle said that you want-
ed to meet with me." 
"That's right," the alderman said, his jacket brushing Mercedes's coat as 
he slid past her to close his office door. "Have a seat. Make yourself comfort-
able," he said, motioning for her to sit down in an oversized leather chair that 
faced his desk. 
The alderman sat on the edge of the desk so close that Mercedes could 
smell the musky odor of the cigar mingling with an acidic cologne. "The cigars 
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are from Cuba," the alderman said, as if that somehow made him more sophis-
ticated. "You ever been there?" 
Mercedes quietly shook her head side to side. 
"There are many beautiful women there, almost as pretty as you, and gam-
bling in the hotels. Now those are my vices, women and gambling." 
Mercedes grew irritated as the alderman dillydallied, swinging his leg 
back and forth so his wing tip nearly touched the hem of her skirt. "Did you 
enjoy your vacation?" Mercedes asked, faking a polite smile. "I don't think 
I've ever had a vacation, unless you count moving from Texas to Chicago. 
And then it was just a few days after leaving the farms outside of the city 
before we found work in the factory." 
"Yes. I know your people are hardworking, and that is part of the reason 
why I asked you here today," the alderman said, unfolding his arms from his 
chest. "I apologize for not offering my condolences sooner." 
"Thank you," Mercedes said, her eyes trained on the tile floor of his office. 
"I want to help you and your family in whatever way I can," the alderman 
said, reaching his hand out to touch Mercedes's chin. He lifted her face up 
with his forefinger until her eyes rested at his level. "Don't be shy, now," he 
said, winking at Mercedes. 
She felt her face flush, partly because she was warm from wearing her 
winter coat in a heated office, and partly because she was unnerved by the 
alderman's touch. "I am a modest woman," Mercedes said. "That is how I was 
raised." 
"That is one of the things I like about you, Mercy. Do you mind if I call 
you that?" the alderman asked. 
Mercedes shrugged her shoulders. "Only my friends call me that, and my 
boyfriend does, too," she said, clearing her throat. 
"So you are spoken for?" the alderman asked, standing up and walking 
around to the other side of his desk. "Is there a wedding date?" 
Mercedes unbuttoned the top few buttons of her coat, fearful that if she did 
not get some air she might faint. She reached for a glass and poured some 
water from a pitcher on the alderman's desk. "It's too soon to marry, with 
Esperanza just having died." 
"That's right. We have a mourning period among the Irish as well," the alder-
man said, training his eyes on Mercedes' s neck, now exposed by her open collar. 
"Again, that is why I asked you here. I want to offer help in any way I can." 
"Thank you," Mercedes said. "We would appreciate it if you could help 
with the investigation. We just want to know what caused the accident. Can 
you help us?" she asked, surprised by her own candor. 
"Well, that isn't quite what I was thinking. I was thinking that I might help 
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you out financially, that is, if you are willing to lend me your support," the 
alderman said, reaching for the stubby cigar in the ashtray. 
"Support?" Mercedes asked, confused, as they had no money to make a 
financial contribution and no political clout. "I am not sure I understand what 
you mean." 
"I would like it if you were to visit me once in a while. Let me take you 
out for dinner and drinks," the alderman said, lighting his cigar and taking sev-
eral long puffs, blowing the smoke towards Mercedes. 
Mercedes did not answer for what seemed like minutes but was really just 
a few seconds. "I usually do not have much time off, and I often work the 
night shift at the factory; so that gives me little free time." 
"I see," the alderman said, unsure whether to take her answer as a rejection. 
"Well, maybe if I talk to Mr. Johnson, he will be flexible with your schedule." 
"It must be getting late," Mercedes said, quickly changing the subject. 
"My ride is outside waiting for me. I really should go. I have to help my 
younger brother with his homework this evening." 
"You go on," the alderman said, shooing Mercedes out the door. "I will 
talk with Mr. Johnson to see what we can do about that schedule." 
Mercedes closed the door behind her and walked out into the frigid night 
to Manuel, who had fallen asleep while waiting in the car. "So what did he 
want?" Manuel asked trying to read Mercedes's face for any signs of trouble 
as he wiped the sleep from his eyes. 
"He said that he wanted to help out the family on account of Esperanza 
dying," Mercedes said, staring straight ahead through the windshield. "That's 
all." 
"How is he going to help? Did he offer you money?" Manuel asked, 
knowing that they needed money but fearing that its receipt would silence 
them. 
"No. He didn 't say anything about money," Mercedes said, buttoning up 
her coat, as the night wind crept down her neck as she entered the car. 
"Then he is going to help you get some answers about the accident?" 
Manuel persisted, hoping to figure out the motives of the alderman. 
"He didn't say that, either," said Mercedes, growing irritated with 
Manuel's questions. "He said he would speak with Mr. Johnson. Now, enough 
with the questions. Please just take me home." 
"OK," Manuel said, sensing that there was more to it, but confident that if 
she needed his help she would ask for it. He turned up the radio and they rode 
back to the apartment holding hands, the swish-swish of the wipers brushing 
away snowflakes as they melted on the windshield. 
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My Own Careless Will 
Felicia Jones 
My mother had six children. We were Catholic. We called her Mama. My father called her, "Your mother." I was the oldest; that summer, 
I was eleven. 
Older than me by four months was the rusted tan station wagon which per-
petually leaked oil and incited my father to weekend fits of epic profanity. The 
summer when I was eleven the odometer read just over seventeen hundred 
miles, having turned over once already, somewhere around St. Louis. The 
Beast was our second home, with room enough for the smallest two siblings 
to lie down in the back end and still have to reach an arm's length to sock the 
other in the face. The middle seat and the luxurious back end belonged to the 
half dozen, and we frequently marked our territory with spilled grape juice, 
chocolate candy-bar smudges, cracker crumbs, and yellow, snot-filled tissues. 
On long expeditions the two smallest always rode in the back, hunched 
between the cooler and laundry basket filled with food, and various unzipped 
bags spilling books, toys, first-aid supplies, diapers , baby wipes, and extra 
toddler underpants. In the middle seat the oldest sat, periodically flailing arms 
to tease the back-end inmates with wet willies, or stretching legs to kick the 
front seat. Up there, away from the half dozen territory, our parents perched, 
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wardens with arms long enough to reach back and distribute clean tissues or 
Snack Packs or provide a temporary barrier between squabblers. My father 
had the most uncanny ability to successfully steer the Beast with his left hand 
while swerving his right hand in the middle seat, threatening smacks, jabs, or 
head-knockings. 
For our annual August beach outing, rather than drive us to the actual 
beach two hours away, my father piled his half-dozen-plus-adults-plus-sup-
plies into the rusting tan station wagon and towed us to the polluted river 
twenty minutes from home. We, the half dozen, despised this river. We com-
plained the whole way. We taunted the youngest by sticking dog hair in her 
nose. We kicked anything within range. We raided the food basket and 
devoured the only bag of generic potato chips. We threw our dirty sneakers at 
one another. We screamed. We picked our noses and wiped boogers on the 
windows. We prodded our father to fulfill his threat: "I can just tum this car 
around right here ... " 
I am unsure whether he actually believed that we wanted to go to the stink-
ing beach and polluted river. I always thought my father was afraid of his half 
dozen. As if he knew he treaded deep water with us. We were always waiting 
for his legs to tire. 
Mama adored her half dozen and never hesitated to take our side. She 
chanted in unison with the Sisters of the Sacred Heart, the cassette tape crack-
ling prayers through the ancient speakers. Rosary beads strung through her 
fingers, a plastic set from Fatima that her sister brought as a souvenir. We all 
had rosary beads and were instructed to use them nightly, after homework and 
before bed, on Sunday afternoons, and always on car trips. We carried our 
beads in little plastic cases and pulled them out in the car. My brother John 
wore his as a necklace, and Mama did not correct him nor did she scold us 
when a thin string periodically broke, sending tiny plastic beads flying 
through the Beast. She believed that the Holy Mother would protect us if we 
said the Rosary, and protect the Beast as it ventured out into the world. The 
Sisters of the Sacred Heart droned on in their saintly, monotone voices. Mama 
whispered her prayers fervently. In the backseat we swung our rosaries and 
whipped each other with them, snapped them at the eyes where it stung worst, 
and chimed in loudly at every amen. 
Once at the beach, the half dozen fell out of the tightly packed Beast like 
circus clowns, toppling over one another, a mass of knobby knees and dirt and 
cotton clothing and sweet-smelling kid sweat. We were chaos embodied. 
Mama and my father attempted to corral us, organize us to help carry supplies 
down the steep hill towards the beach. They grasped at a nearby arm or shirt 
collar, but we were a collective, and our inertia propelled us forward. 
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Old sneakers in hand, we careened down the hill, my brothers rolling, 
sneakers flailing, towards the muck and stench of the river below. Through the 
stilted trees and gnarled bushes and limbs, the river sliced into the valley, a 
steaming, brown haze mingling with the humid August air. A century before, 
a cleaner tributary ran steamboats from early March until November, when the 
frozen water could no longer rush the supplies to the lead miners of the val-
ley. When the railroads appeared, the steamers thinned, and the valley fell into 
economic hardship until the 1953 unveiling of the McHenry County Power 
Plant. Henry, as it became known, fueled a fifty-mile radius and kept the 
fathers of my schoolmates in prosperous credit, supported the local economy 
through several recessions, and provided the yearly spring field trip for Our 
Lady of Mercy Elementary School. Over time the minor river became a shad-
ow of Henry, a detail acknowledged for its necessity but no longer revered as 
it had been a century ago and otherwise found to be rather unimportant. It had 
been ignored by environmental groups and ambitious politicians, and so 
Henry's white-haired suits with large pinkie rings saw fit to dump just about 
any and every kind of extraneous shit into the current, knowing full well that 
the waste would be carried off into the Mississippi thirty miles downstream 
and then out into the Gulf of Mexico before anyone knew the difference. 
The beach was formed in a small cove, pressed into isolation by groves of 
trees on either side. A mess of rotted limbs and roots of petrified wood, the 
trees swarmed protectively around the beach, shielding it from the strong cur-
rent and the McHenry County Power Plant, so that from the beach the only 
indication of the plant was the billowing black clouds rising up from beyond 
the trees to be carried downwind. The protection was deceptive, however, 
since the tiny cove also formed the perfect midstream dumping ground for 
garbage to get waylaid. Nothing that found its way into the cove ever got out; 
John once found an empty milk carton with an expiration date twelve years 
past. 
At the bottom we tromped through the discarded beer cans and shards of 
broken green glass and dirty diapers left to rot in the dark gray, matted sand. 
We screamed and hurled clumped bird droppings and dodged flying rocks. We 
made retching sounds. From atop the hill Mama, carrying a laundry basket 
filled with food, yelled down, "Careful, now! Wait for us! Don't go in yet!" 
Mama adored the madness of these family outings and planned carefully 
for them. She was a list keeper. An abundance of lists: of groceries, of chores, 
of appointments and phone calls and prayers and intentions. Numerous lists 
for the trip, some entitled "Food," or "Clothing," or "Toys." Mama relished 
the list making, selecting her notebook with the flowered cover and pastel 
paper from the kitchen desk drawer, and, at the end of the dining room table, 
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fingers to her lips, she pondered and contemplated, diligently writing. 
Mama savored the list making because it lengthened our trip to a week or 
more rather than one short afternoon at a filthy beach. She loved the family 
activities, cherishing the planning a little more than the packing and almost as 
much as the actual event. 
For trips Mama put her lists to good use; folded and scribbled and tom by 
the actual event, they were often reprints of earlier lists grown too dog-eared 
to properly utilize. The "Misc. Supplies" list contained the most essential item 
for this trip: the sneakers. Old, muddy, cake-dried, usually passed down from 
an older sibling, sometimes from two different sets of odd sizes. Sneakers with 
the inserts yanked out and the laces ratted and stringy. Sneakers, rotten with 
the permanent stench of the stinking river and kept in a mildewed garbage bag 
all winter until swimming season. 
It was these sneakers whose shoelaces Mama carefully tied together in 
obscene knots so that the half dozen had to ask for help to untie them. We 
would not swim without sneakers, and thus she guaranteed that we would not 
begin to wade out until she and my father were both present. Again, Mama 
proved ingenious in ensuring the safety of her half dozen. 
The sneakers were fundamental to river swimming. When I was five and 
there was only a half-half dozen, my parents took us to the stinking beach, two 
in diapers and one just reading. "I see Sam!" I announced from the backseat. 
"Matt runs a-bout!" My first word read bed and became a new trend in my 
family's unique vocabulary. "B-E-D," I called, marching around the house 
that first week of my literary independence. Mama, proud that her firstborn 
had learned to read from children's public television, adopted my enthusiasm. 
"Are you ready for B-E-D?" she would ask. "Time for B-E-D!" So that the 
spelling of the word became a new three-syllabic word unto itself-Bee Eee 
Dee-until we had forgotten the origin of the word in the first place. 
That afternoon Mama sat on shore with the two babies, one nursing and 
the other burying her legs in the sand, picking beer pull rings and Popsicle 
sticks from between her child's knees. Father pulled me out into the murky 
brown river, prodding, "Come on in! The water's great!" as sticks and plastic 
wrappers and cigarette butts floated by his wet head. Up to my knees in froth-
ing pollution, I waded cautiously to avoid the slimy shadows of the black carp 
paddling by. 
"This is gross!" I proclaimed, practicing the word I had learned from my 
new kindergarten schoolmates. 
"Come on!-Hey Mama! Look at your daughter!" 
Mama peered up from her sorting and waved a free wrist. "Careful, 
Molly!" she called. "Swim careful!" 
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Further, further out. Until my feet stepped off slimy rock and onto soft 
mud. The warm mud seeped through my toes until my feet reached cooler, 
harder ground. I carried my entire weight, pressing my feet into the mud, my 
soles searching out the cold earth to contrast the steaming water and heavy 
Midwestern air. 
"That's it, Molly," my father encouraged, swimming a series of short laps 
that tried to be impressive. "Isn't the water great?" 
I did not answer him. Rather, I concentrated on my deliberate movement 
through water and mud, focusing all my attention on the complex act of walk-
ing. Stand straight, pull right heel up and forward, set heel down to dig into 
warm mud, push sole through to hard, cool ground. Repeat with left foot. Toes 
filter sticks and rocks for foot to lie flat. Arms retain balance. Pull up, through, 
and down. Step right, step left. For the first time in my life I was aware of my 
body. For the first time I became conscious of movement-that of my body 
moving through water. 
"I'm bleeding! I'm bleeding!" I hollered from the back seat on the ride 
home. This same cry, uttered when I was eleven, received the standard 
response, "You're perfectly fine." But when I was five we siblings had not yet 
taken to hurting one another. My father pulled the car to the side of the road, 
and both he and Mama got out of the car and came to the side. He opened the 
door and lifted my stiff leg, searching for the source. Mama held me to her 
protruding stomach, but the pulse of the unborn failed to calm me. There was 
always something cooking in Mama's belly, and after the third oven timer's 
announcement, I learned that the promise of blessed life was really just an 
annoying, red-faced little slug that shrieked and bumbled and sucked and shit, 
waking me in the middle of the night so that my first-grade teacher, Mrs. Per-
kins, sent frequent notes to Mama: "Molly has difficulty staying awake in 
class." 
Against Mama's fourth egg, my brother John, I screamed louder as my 
father held my foot, peering intently. A thick stream of blood throbbed and 
dripped from my toes onto his pant leg and the gravel below. 
He smiled up at me. "Well, now, it seems you've adopted a family." 
"What is it?" Mama asked. 
"Nothing terminal-looks like she's stepped in a nest of leeches." 
Unfamiliar with leeches, I opened my mouth wider and howled. He took 
a tissue from his pocket and wiped the blood away. "Now, Molly, look here." 
He gently lifted my small foot so that I could examine it. Squinting my eyes, 
I extended my toes and peered down; between my first and second toes was a 
glob of thick, slimy mud. Surrounding it were small white bits of rice. 
"What is it?" I asked meekly. Mama hugged me closer. 
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"These are leeches. They live on the river floor, in the mud. This is the 
Mama," he pointed to the mud, "and these are the babies. They're a family. 
They eat blood. When you stepped into the mud, they saw your little foot 
come along and decided it was a good lunch. So they latched onto you." 
It took exactly a minute-maybe thirty seconds-for my young mind to 
realize that, in the mud, a parasitic family of twenty had latched onto my body 
and was sucking me dry. I shrieked and kicked my legs, nailing my father in 
the chin and knocking the cigarettes from his front shirt pocket. "Get 'em off! 
Get 'em off!" Mama attempted to console me and then my two younger sib-
lings, who had begun to wail in their car seats. My father collected his smokes 
and, cradling his chin, tried to reason with me. "Molly, Molly. It's all right. We 
can get them off. It won't hurt." 
"Now! Now! Get 'em offa me!' 
My father proceeded to take his Zippo from his pocket. 
Alarmed, Mama accidentally said his name. "Bill, what are you doing?" 
"You gotta bum 'em off," he said with authority. "It's the only way." 
I howled louder and my siblings matched my volume. "Is that really nec-
essary?" Mama asked. 
"It's the only way," he repeated, grabbing my ankle and holding it between 
his knees. Mama held my arms as I sobbed, losing breath. My father expertly 
maneuvered the lighter near my toes and then away. The process repeated sev-
eral times while I watched in horror. Within five minutes he released my foot 
and smiled up at me. "See, Molly? All clear." 
I snorted phlegm in the back of my throat and looked down. He had wiped 
the blood away and the leeches were gone. "Well, now," Mama said. "That 
wasn't so bad, was it? Molly-tell your father thank you." 
I looked at him, his red shiny cheeks, yellow-stained mouth, and splattered 
blood on his shirt pocket. "Thanks," I choked, trying to catch my breath. He 
tousled my hair and buckled my seat belt, while Mama pressed a tissue to my 
nose. We were on our way again. I remained still, panting to catch my breath, 
apprehensive of my foot, convinced the leeches had sucked out most of my 
blood. Convinced that I would die sometime in the middle of the night. 
I did not die; I lived to tell my tale to the siblings who followed. From that 
day forward it was an official family rule that all swimmers must wear old 
sneakers in the river. It was a rule which no one tested. 
The summer when I was eleven, on a day as hot and heavy as the day that 
introduced me to leeches, we waited at the bottom of the hill in the matted 
sand, desperately holding our shoes, abiding the Rule, and aiming sandballs at 
each other's heads, sandballs that inflicted a weekend-long itching fest that 
left scalps inflamed and fingernails dirty. The two middle children attacked 
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each other with usual zest, assaulting the known soft spots under the ribs or 
between shoulder blades. 
The four girls stripped out of our T-shirts and cutoffs to reveal cheap, 
tom, nylon one-pieces while our two brothers swam in their play shorts. As 
the oldest, I wore the newest clothing, but within three months my suit had 
grown too small and was ready for inheritance by the third egg, my sister 
Sarah, who was almost four years younger than me but round enough to match 
my size. Between the last day of fifth grade and our dreaded beach outing, my 
breasts had grown two sizes and I'd adopted Mama's pre-baby-days bras, con-
servative lacy affairs with tiny pearly flowers in the middle. All summer 
Mama had been pulling out new clothes for me from her stash in the attic, 
bestowing upon me women's shirts and shorts with narrow waists that flared 
out at the hips. When I was eleven I had not yet learned severe self-scrutiny 
before a mirror-my outgrown clothing and perpetually bruised hips were my 
only indication that my body was changing, growing out in the front and to the 
sides so that I often forgot my own structure and ran into table comers and 
door frames. 
Because I was the oldest, two years ahead of the second egg and a full 
decade older than the youngest, I functioned as the ringleader and organized 
the troops to attention when our parents finally reached us. We held our shoes 
out at arm's length, and Mama picked through the knots with her nail file 
while my father employed his pocket knife. Digging our heels into the sneak-
ers, our toes grasping at the remnant twigs and pebbles in the bottom, we col-
lectively hurled our weight into the river, screeching as the polluted warm 
water swirled about our knees, splashed at our faces and up our noses. Mama 
smiled, recalling immunization records sitting safely at home in the kitchen 
desk. Afraid of the darker water, the two babies stopped at the foot mark, 
while my father rushed out to catch them, placing hunter orange life preservers 
about their necks. They screamed and kicked, resenting their impediments, as 
the older four plodded out further, until my father waved and called to us, 
expecting us to comply with the accepted sign for "That's far enough!" 
That's-far-enough was thirty feet from the beach, less than a quarter into 
the river, where the current lagged and our covered toes still touched. We 
remained at this marker, paddling back and forth, kicking foam and dunking 
one another, gulping mouthfuls of murky brown fluid, emerging from a 
stronghold to choke and cough up river gunk. Attempting a chicken fight, my 
brother John climbed up on my shoulders and we attacked the other two, who 
screamed and thrashed and gnashed their teeth. There was an unstated code 
among us, a code that you must protect your back at all times and select your 
current ally carefully, for tomorrow she may be your worst enemy. 
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As the oldest, I was the most insightful and always selected an ally and an 
enemy first, so that I never ended up as the outsider. I was acutely aware of 
the weak points of my younger siblings and did not hesitate to use my knowl-
edge. I knew who would pee when tickled, who would cry when prodded, who 
would accept a fake bribe, and who would buy a lie. I knew where envy fes-
tered, where you hid to escape punishment, and where secret stashes of toys 
and pennies and match books were located. At eleven, I was just beginning to 
realize my full power as a member of this family, able to impress my parents 
as their first child and command my younger siblings. I was always the 
smartest, doing everything first, able to bridge the gap of two worlds, acting 
the small adult when required and also the domineering oldest child. I was 
beginning to form my own inclination towards power and control. At eleven, 
I was experiencing a small taste of my powerful family position. And I was 
beginning to savor it. 
On that afternoon I chose to exercise my power by pitting the second egg, 
Mark, and the fourth egg, John, against the third egg, our pudgy sister Sarah. 
Her discolored suit, a shade lighter across her bulging tummy, and the too-
short straps unraveling over her fat arms, the stretched seams down her sides 
and against her rear end-she looked too funny not to torment her on that 
afternoon. 
"Hey, Sarah!" I called out. "Better watch out-snakes love fat little girls!" 
John picked up his cue. "Fat little girls! Fat little girls!" 
Sarah gauged the water around her. "There aren't any snakes here!" 
"Oh yes, there are," I told her. "Poisonous ones like rattlesnakes." 
"Nub-huh!" 
Mark circled closer to her, twitching his tongue against his teeth like a rat-
tler. John continued his chanting. "Fat little girls! Fat little girls!" 
"They come up out of the mud, like the leeches." I began to move in on 
her. "They love fat girls because you got meat on you!" 
"Meaty girls, meaty girls!" 
"All the sweets you eat ... Snakes love those cookies and candy bars." 
Flanked by Mark on her left, clicking his tongue, and John on her right, chant-
ing insults, it was only a matter of time before Sarah broke. 
But Sarah was a tough little kid and made a valiant effort to hold her own. 
"Nuh-huh, Molly. Those snakes want you-they want the mean ones!" 
"Oh no, Sarah. I'm too sour. They want you-that fat belly of yours filled 
with sweets. Those yummy candies and all that ice cream." 
Mark and John maintained their positions, waiting for my signal. They 
were familiar with my tactics, as was Sarah. Her lip began to tremble, antici-
pating my final blow. It was time to sink my teeth in all the way. "If you 
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weren't so fat, you wouldn't have to worry." I grinned, digging in. "Why are 
you like that, Sarah? Why are you such a fatty?" 
On cue, Mark and John started the physical attack, charging the round 
third egg. Between gulps of air, Sarah's chunky little cheeks swelled with 
tears, signaling my victory. "I'm goin' in!" she sobbed and paddled her way 
back to shore. We knew she would tell Mama and then they would call us in, 
but we wouldn't be scolded; sometime back my parents had realized that pun-
ishment for tormenting a fellow egg resulted in a harsher beating for the vic-
tim the next time. Mama hugged Sarah into her billowing chest and called out, 
"Molly! Mark! John! Come in for lunch!" 
The three of us made our way slowly back to shore, kicking and splashing 
debris. On shore the others sat on a ratty old yellow-and-black checkered 
tablecloth. Sarah was already inhaling a crustless peanut-butter-and-jelly 
sandwich, blobs of grape jelly collecting at the corners of her pouting lips. 
Seated safely on Mama's right, she stuck her purple tongue out at us as we 
pushed the babies aside and made room. 
Mama, a familiar mass of octopus arms, dished out potato salad, crustless 
peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, Rice Krispie treats, cherry Jell-O sus-
pending fruit cocktail, and generic canned soda pop. The babies, Rebecca and 
Theresa, rolled about, piling globs of sand between their slices of bread. My 
father sat off to the side, wincing after each sip of his beer because it was 
warm. Segregated to the backseat, John had opened the cooler during the ride 
and thrown all the ice out the back window, unnoticed. My father's sandwich, 
the only turkey and mayo in the bunch, had been judged unfit to eat. Instead, 
he silently munched his Rice Krispie treat and potato salad. 
"I can make you a peanut-butter-and-jelly," Mama told him, handing me 
a strawberry soda. 
"I don't want this-I want real pop!" 
"Where's the chips?" 
"You ate them all." 
"Mama! Rebecca put sand in my pop!" 
"Don't hit your sister." 
"I want another sandwich!" 
"Give me some cookies!" 
"Please . . . " 
"Pleeeeeeeeeeeeeease ! " 
Somewhere in here my father's statement that he despised PB&J disap-
peared. Mama found the sandwich perfectly acceptable, taking a slice of bread 
and folding it over a spoonful of peanut butter and consuming it in three bites, 
all between handing out cookies, opening soda cans, throwing old towels 
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down on spills, and answering a torrent of questions. I never saw Mama eat an 
entire sandwich; she always folded a slice of bread-often the heel of the loaf 
which no one else would eat-over peanut butter or lunch meat or a slice of 
processed cheese and ate the sub-par lunch while doing a million other things, 
and usually while standing over the sink. 
After lunch, which left a whirlwind disaster surrounding the gaudy table-
cloth, Mama started cleaning while my father wandered off to find an out-
house. The excruciating obligatory hour after eating, with full bellies and 
sugar highs, the half dozen set about scavenging the treasure-filled beach-
not as messy as swimming in the liquid pollution, but certainly as bountiful in 
its debris and barrage of disgusting crap. 
"Look!" John, the family garbage picker and first to wander off, squatted 
by an abandoned television. "Wires!" 
We pushed the two babies aside and stumbled over to John, ignoring 
Mama's warnings. 
"A TV!" Mark cried as we circled John. 
"And wires!" 
"What are we going to do with wires?" I asked. 
"I don't know," John told me, pulling them from the back of the set and 
then wrapping them around his small waist. "Stuff." 
"That's stupid," Sarah announced, holding the fifth egg, Rebecca, by the 
hand. "We're gonna find somethin' better." 
We split up, roved the beach in search of better garbage. The area, small 
and deserted, never with a lifeguard or even raked sand, had been abandoned 
to renegade dumpers years earlier. I think that it was once cleaner-a verita-
ble beach-maybe when my parents first met and were dating or engaged. I 
can't remember a time when we didn't visit the beach in August, and I can't 
remember it ever being clean. But somehow, maybe by judging the excitement 
in Mama's face and the way she did the odd thing and took my father's hand 
only at the beach ... somehow I came to believe that my parents had met, 
courted, and married all at the banks of the polluted river. 
"Pop!" three-year-old Rebecca called from the bushes. "Real pop!" 
Immediately we rushed to view her discovery, hoping for actual adver-
tised-on-TV, name-brand soda pop. We never had real pop-only generic 
knockoffs in thin, neon-shaded cans that never tasted as good as the real stuff 
we drank at Grandma's. 
"It's just empty cans!" Mark complained. 
"Pop!" Rebecca repeated, holding up the plastic rings that perfectly held 
the six empty cans. 
"They're empty, honey," Sarah explained in her best Mama imitation, trying 
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to take the empty six-pack from the baby. 
"Mine!" she cried, jerking away from her older sister and cowering over 
her treasure. 
"It's just an empty six-pack," Mark told her. 
"Six-pack!" she repeated. Grasping the sticky mass to her chest, she 
marched towards the picnic blanket, the empty cans rattling, calling, "Six-
pack! Six-pack!" 
Mama looked back to see us grouped together, the youngest tromping 
towards her. "What six-pack?" 
"We're a six-pack!" 
Mama burst into laughter, came forward to lift the fifth pop into her arms. 
"That's right-you are a six-pack!" Gently she removed the plastic ring and 
cans from Rebecca's arms and set her daughter down on the blanket with the 
sixth, smaller pop, Theresa. Then she quietly placed the cans in the garbage 
bag already bursting with lunch trash. Waving back at us, she called, "Hi, six-
pack!" 
"I don't wanna be a six-pack!" John whined. 
"Then we'll have to throw you out!" I yelled and grabbed his arms. Mark 
grasped his legs and we struggled to hoist him. Sarah joined in, relieved to be 
on the inside. "I wanna be a six-pack! I wanna be a six-pack!" John shrieked, 
as the three of us half-carried, half-dragged the flailing bundle a few feet to a 
set of overgrown, putrid bushes, and threw him in. 
"You bastards!" he screamed, using one of my father's favorite words that 
we periodically spouted when out of parental earshot. 
"We're a six-pack!" Sarah said. 
"Shut up," John told her, emerging from the bushes, the wires around his 
waist tangled with twigs and plastic wrappers, blood surfacing from the 
scrapes at his legs, arm, and cheek. He bent down to brush his knee and wipe 
his nose. 
"What's that?" Sarah asked, pointing to John's back. 
"What?" he asked, rising and twisting his neck to see over his shoulder. 
"That-those balloons on your shirt." 
Mark turned John around to examine him. "Those aren't balloons-" 
"What are they?" 
I joined Mark. "Those are rubbers!" 
John frantically squirmed out of his shirt while Sarah tried to interpret our 
faces. "What are rubbers?" 
"Ew! Rubbers!" John cried as his shirt fell to the damp gray sand. 
"You don't know what they are, either," I said to John. 
"You're not old enough," Mark said. 
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We stood facing each other, the two oldest vs. the younger, unknowing, 
middle eggs. 
"Rubbers are for adults," I said. 
Sarah protested, "You' re not adults-" 
"Then we don't have to tell you what they are." 
John picked up one of the rubbers, tied in a knot at the end, and flung it at 
Mark. "You tell us!" 
Mark lunged and tackled him to the ground, pinning his elbows back. 
"We're not gonna tell you nothin' -you're just a baby." 
Sarah picked up another of the rubbers from the shirt and held it out, 
weighing it. It drooped at the bottom. We both stared at it, anticipating the tear 
that would send the liquid contents spurting. 
"If you don't tell us-" Sarah looked right at me, "I'm gonna ask Mama." 
Mark and John, still in tackle position, were suddenly still and watching 
me. Sarah dangled the rubber between us, waiting. 
I sighed and looked at her. "Rubbers are for people who don't want kids." 
Her brows furrowed. "Don't want kids?" 
"Sex, Sarah," Mark sang. 
She sucked in her breath and dropped the rubber. It fell to the ground and 
lay there, coiled and limp. Sarah and I stared at the piece of sex lying in the 
matted wet sand. John started to giggle, and Mark punched his shoulder and 
ribs. On cue, Mama called, "Hour's over!" and we scrambled back to the dirty 
water, relieved. 
At the blanket, Mama changed Theresa's diaper while my father smoked 
a cigarette and read the paper. We charged past them, kicking Rebecca's lop-
sided mound as we went. "My castle!" she shrieked, but we were gone, 
plunged once again, chest high, into foul-smelling electric waste. 
I began a second round of chicken fights, hoisting John's small, scratched 
body onto my shoulders. Mark struggled under Sarah's weight, but she was 
younger and had to be on top. 
After a few minutes of unsuccessful battle, Sarah said, "What's that?" 
"What?" I asked. 
"That-it felt ... slimy." 
"What're you talking about?" 
"Ew-there it is again! I felt it on my leg!" 
"You're lying," I said. "John! Charge!" 
He lunged as ordered, but recoiled suddenly. "Yuck! What was that?" 
"What're you guys talking about?" Mark asked. 
"That thing-it felt like a snake-" 
"A snake?" I asked. 
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"You said there were snakes," Sarah cried. "You said, Molly!" 
I looked around me in the water. "You're lying-you didn't feel any 
snake." 
"Yeah-huh, Molly! John felt it, too." 
"Sarah, quit kidding," I ordered. Then I felt a long, slithery tube wind 
itself about my waist. I jumped back. 
"You felt it, too!" Sarah yelled, pointing. "A snake, Molly! I'm goin' in!" 
She turned to swim back and screamed, "I felt it again! It was right here!" 
We fell silent, monitoring the water surrounding us. It was here-what-
ever it was. Not a carp-it felt thinner than that. Maybe it was a gar-that fish 
my father showed us with the long, alligator snout. Or maybe I had been 
right-maybe there were snakes ... ? 
For the third time Sarah yelped, "It just passed my leg!" She looked to us, 
helpless, as the inevitable tears started their way down her cheeks, her lips 
trembling. "It wants me," she sobbed. 
A giggle began in Mark's throat that erupted into a howl of laughter. "You 
guys are so stupid!" he thrusted his fist at us. Grasped in his palm was the 
knotted head of the rubber, the yellow bulbous bottom dangling. 
"You thought it was a snake! You guys were so scared!" 
"I'm gonna kill you!" Sarah cried as she lunged at him, missing by a good 
foot. 
"That wasn't you," I told him. 
"Oh yes it was-and you thought it was a snake!" 
I felt my face grow hot, the river grime prickling my scalp and the back of 
my neck. Mark dangled the rubber in front of me, grinning, his eyes glowing. 
Taunting me. To the side, Sarah and John stood, silent. I felt their eyes locked 
onme. 
"Mark, you shouldn't scare Sarah and John like that." 
"And you-I scared you! You thought it was a snake!" 
That rubber still waving in my face. In one sharp jab I reached out and 
grabbed the rubber, took a deep breath, and dove under the surface. Pushing 
through the surge of thick, warm sludge, I pumped my arms and legs until the 
air gave out and the water shoved at my nostrils. 
I pushed up to the surface and inhaled the fresh brown haze. Turning back, 
treading water now that my feet no longer reached the bottom, I waved the 
rubber high in the air. 
"You're out too far," Mark said seriously. 
We had heard the horror stories: tales of poor children getting sucked 
under, wasting away at the mouth of the Mississippi in a pile of empty cans 
and ragged chair cushions and tires. Once every summer, it seemed, police and 
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specialists dragged the river, searching for a missing boy whose friends dared 
him to swim across. Suicides and car accidents. We watched them on the 
news, professional divers called in to plunge to the bottom. Once, a murdered 
woman, cut up into bits with a chainsaw by her chiropractor husband. "I just 
want my wife safe," the doctor pleaded over the local news, three days before 
a plastic bag found thirty miles down the river in a marsh was traced back to 
him. Out there in the river, chugging by the chemical garbage, the unknown 
blackness of death and evil. 
I grinned back to them: I was the oldest. It made sense that I was the first 
to push the "that's-far-enough" marker on that particular afternoon. I smiled 
bravely at them and leaped up, sucked in humid air, and dove back under. 
Plunging down, I pushed my arms against the debris and gnarled trees and 
garbage. And suddenly the water felt cooler. Like the day of the leeches, the 
water was cooler the deeper I went. The rubber fell from my fingers to the 
river muck below so that I could grasp at the coolness and push myself on, for-
ward, to the middle of the river. Keeping my eyes shut tight against the pollu-
tion, I propelled my body through a darker, colder water that was silent, like a 
field of snow in January. Water that sucked in sound, seemed still despite the 
quickening current-water encasing me and urging me on, farther and farther 
out, to more water. 
The air gave out, forced me back up. At the surface I could almost see 
beyond the grove of trees that formed a cove for the beach. I could almost see 
upriver. 
I spun myself in the water, my feet kicking harder. The river rushed faster 
now, and I had to extend my legs all the way from my hips just to stay upright. 
It was all right because I had swum with sneakers before, and my legs were 
strong and lean from the extra weight. 
Looking back I saw my siblings had gone in to shore and were standing 
with our parents, haggling and pointing to me. "Molly 's out too far!" they 
called. My father walked to the edge and began taking his shirt off, making 
sure to carefully remove the cigarettes and Zippo first. As if he's going to 
come and get me, I thought. As if he could ever reach me. I am younger and 
faster than him. He could never catch me. 
For the third time I shot straight up, gulped a full chest of air, and dove 
back under. This time it was harder to push my arms against the current, and 
my legs were too tired to pick up the slack. I focused forward, feeling energy 
beam from my chest and through my limbs, propelling me through the cooler, 
darker water. An acidic bum began to pulse in my arms and legs, a pulsing that 
intensified with each stroke. But I went farther, and farther, until my lungs felt 
like a vacuum and I could hardly push back up. 
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This time I bobbed up, my legs barely supporting my chin above water. I 
struggled to regain my balance and remain steady for a minute, resting my 
arms and my lungs, kicking as little as possible. My lips dunked under the sur-
face a few times, and I closed my eyes against the impeding grime. And turn-
ing back towards shore, I was startled at the view of the small family. A tight-
ly packed mass, all huddled together, waiting. The father at the edge, shirtless, 
beginning to wade in. The mother standing with two babies at her knees. 
I stared at the mother, at her body. My mama. Up close she was inviting 
and warm. But from a distance her body jiggled under the polite black swim-
suit with the little skirt. Her wide, childbearing hips and meaty thighs. Large, 
capable arms that were always so strong, always comforting and protective, 
wrapped around me, shielding me from the world. And the belly-the womb, 
the oven, the safest of all places-the stomach I had never quite seen before. 
Always offering me a comforting lap, now bulging out at me, flopping over 
her waist, an entire appendage, now so grotesque. I looked at my mother's 
body for the first time in my life, my palms lacing the edges of my suit, so 
tight over my own new body. 
I felt the cold thrust of the deep, now-black river against my skin, and I 
had the sudden urge to pull the suit from me, swim naked through the reeking 
river. Summoning my strength in my arms, I untangled the straps from my 
shoulders and pulled them down, past my jutting hips, past my strong, lean 
thighs and kicking sneakers. The chilled water glided over my bare breasts and 
belly, slithered past my shoulders and hips and legs. 
I swam there naked, cooler water bathing my body against the wet humid 
air, holding my useless bathing suit. I looked towards my father and saw that 
he had stopped wading, that he was standing still. My father who had not 
looked at me straight on in three months. Who gave me side glances and spoke 
to me through Mama. Who ignored me at bedtime. Who left the room if we 
were the only two in it. And now, who was taking off his tattered shirt, prepar-
ing to swim out and save my naked body from the dark swelling current and 
my own careless will. I knew he would not come after me. I knew he would 
not save my body from the racing current of the polluted river. 
"Maria Grace!" Mama shouted at me in a voice I had never heard. "Get 
back here right now!" 
Fish and animals swam below, I realized, looking down into the curving, 
swirling darkness. I treaded deep water, kicking my dirty sneakers above death 
and disaster and the unknown. I envisioned myself on the evening news, 
divers searching fruitlessly for my remains. How long would they search? A 
week? 
Releasing the suit into the water, I gathered my energy once again and 
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pushed myself up, inhaling more air than I thought my lungs could hold, 
exposing my naked flesh to the sun-drenched, sticky air, and plunged down 
into the water, deeper than before, thrusting my body where the water was 
cold and hushed. Fish live here, I thought, distracting myself from the sharp 
pain in my thighs, the acidic bum that had spread to every muscle and gnawed 
at my flesh. My legs began to ache unlike anything I had known, and while I 
tried to concentrate on the rationing of my energy, I began to slow, my feet 
barely kicking through the water. 
My shoes. My shoes that were so heavy. I had forgotten them. A thought 
flashed through my mind. An action so quick I saw it in its entirety, all in one 
second. Pushing my arms down, curling into a fetal position, my bare breasts 
meeting my warm knees through the cold water, I pulled my hands to my 
ankles and began to untie the laces, lifting out the tongue to remove them. The 
sneakers held tight to my feet and my body began to sink. Instinctively, I 
pushed back up to the surface. 
Gasping for air, I held my place with my arms while my feet struggled to 
free themselves. The extra weight slipped away, falling into the darkness rac-
ing below. Facing south, beyond the grove of trees, I could see the other side 
of the river, the abandoned railroad tracks that first killed the river, dilapidat-
ed cabins and trailers with their shaggy yards, an old juke joint, and behind it 
the bluff, with rows and rows of trees that turned shades of yellow and orange 
in the fall, then a vibrant, illuminated green. Swimming to the opposite shore 
was impossible. It would take all my remaining strength just to make it to the 
middle. 
When I think of it now, I am not as surprised by my young indiscretion as 
by my will. I was determined to swim out. I was determined to go farther than 
ever before. And that determination drove me to where I had no business 
being. 
I knew the dangers, knew that people died every year in that river, knew I 
was only an adequate swimmer at best, even knew, somewhere in the back of 
my mind, that I had just enough strength to make it to the middle and no 
more-and then what?-then what? All of this swarming in my mind, and I 
didn't care. I pushed it back. I knew I would be safe. Pushing onward, I knew 
I would be OK. I trusted in something. A good part of my life since then has 
been spent trying to understand what I trusted. How I can get it back. 
I took five deep breaths, slowly, to build my capacity. And then the final 
breath, which poured air beyond my lungs into each aching muscle and every 
organ, giving power to every cell so that I could make the last lap to the mid-
dle. I gulped down air, pushed myself up, and plunged in for the final time. 
The current was so strong and raced in the same direction, pulling me along. 
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I let the current take my body. I relaxed my arms and legs, merely using them 
to steer in the direction I believed to be south. The current pulled me, gently 
but with force, cradling me in the water that was so cold and clear. The 
garbage was gone. Nothing brushed past me, no sticks or debris or litter hurl-
ing at me, sticking to my skin or hair. Just cool, clear, fast water, accepting me 
as part of it, carrying me. Without the garbage, the impulse to see into the 
river-to actually see the water as it carried me-overwhelmed me so that my 
eyes flashed open without my consent. 
Before me, encircling me: not pitch blackness-not death, disaster, black 
as night and evil-but swirling, curving color. A collage of indigos, blues, 
purples, all mingling and winding, surrounding me, merging with my skin so 
that I could not tell where the water ended and I began. A myriad of color so 
complex that I felt light-headed just trying to focus. I let the moment pass, 
stopped struggling to look at each color, and let my eyes follow the wet 
nuances. 
The panic subsided and a wonderful calm descended through my entire 
body. I released my will at last and eased into the rhythm, let my body go limp, 
and became a natural part of the river as it made its way west, hurrying to its ren-
dezvous with the Mississippi. What lay beyond the cove I had yet to discover. 
126 Hair Trigger 22 
A Hard Sleep 
(A Folktale) 
Eileen McVety 
For thirty-seven years, Hercermer Craig lived in Pillingsworth, in a quaint little cottage that overlooked the crystal blue Pillingsworth 
Pond and the pink chapel in the valley. For thirty of those thirty-seven years, 
Hercermer led a quiet and happy life, picking cherries and com and carving 
whistles from the bark of flowering birch trees. Then, on a rather ordinary 
night in April, Hercermer Craig couldn't sleep. He tossed and turned in his 
trundle bed from sunset to sunrise. One night of sleeplessness quickly flowed 
into two, and two into seven. A week then snowballed into an entire season, 
and a season into a year. With each sleepless night that passed, Hercermer's 
eyes grew more blood-filled, and the folds of gray skin beneath his eyes began 
to sag lower, like dimpled rolls of flesh on a fat man's stomach. 
It wasn't that Hercermer didn't try to sleep. Each night, he'd do everything 
from reading to counting sheep to digging ditches to taking twenty-mile 
strolls-all in an attempt to work himself into a paralyzing exhaustion. And 
though he always did succeed in sapping his body of energy, his eyes were 
never able to close for more than a minute at a time. With each day, week, 
month, and year of sleep deprivation that passed, Hercermer grew more and 
more panicked that he'd never, ever sleep again. Panic began to bum in his 
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veins like acid, and he quickly grew to dread the very sight of his trundle bed, 
knowing that it was the site of so much agony and failure. The years passed, 
and Hercermer's eyes had taken to bulging out of his head and his hair to 
standing on end. To everyone in Pillingsworth, Hercermer Craig was a fright. 
Finally, after 2,549 nights of unbearable sleeplessness, Hercermer 
resolved to seek help from the Sleep Master. 
Now, the Sleep Master lived three continents away, across two oceans, 
three deserts, four volcanoes, and a six-mile-deep gorge. It was a long and tir-
ing journey for Hercermer, but when he finally arrived at the Sleep Master's 
palace, a six-story castle made out of pillows and blankets, he was relieved. 
Certainly, by the time he got home again, he'd be cured. 
The Sleep Master was an old man with a long white beard and a striped 
stocking cap covering his woolly white hair. He wore a plush magenta robe, 
tied around the waist with a plush magenta sash, and a pair of black slippers 
on his pointed feet. "How may I help you?" the Sleep Master asked in a boom-
ing voice when he saw the frightening-looking man trudging up his front path. 
"Help me!" Hercermer cried, tugging at his unruly hair. "I haven't been 
able to shut my eyes in almost seven years. I desperately need sleep!" 
The Sleep Master eyed the man briefly, then disappeared inside for a 
moment and returned with a green velvet pouch which he handed to the man. 
Hercermer retrieved the pouch, opened it, and pulled out a green velvet mask. 
The Sleep Master spoke: 
Lay this mask upon your eyes 
And sleep until the sun doth rise. 
Its darkness casts a sleeping spell. 
Now go away and sleep thee well. 
So Hercermer thanked the Sleep Master and journeyed back home, across 
three continents, two oceans, three deserts, four volcanoes, and the six-mile-
deep gorge. When he at last arrived home, he jumped eagerly into bed and 
pulled the covers up to his chin. Then he laid the green velvet mask upon his 
eyes. 
But he didn't sleep. 
Though his eyes were lulled into pure relaxation, Hercermer suddenly felt a 
raw aching fill his ears. Too much noise surrounded him-the sigh of the wind 
through the window; the tick-tock, tick-tock of the clock above his bed; the 
swish of blankets; the drip-drip-drip of the water pump outside. The noise was 
deafening! Cupping his hands over his ears, Hercermer sprang from his bed and 
ran out of the house, screaming to the star-filled heavens: "I can't sleep!" 
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So he went back to the Sleep Master. 
"What are you doing back here?" the Sleep Master asked in a perplexed 
voice when he saw the harried-looking man once again trudging up his path. 
Hercermer explained his problem, and the Sleep Master nodded in reply. 
Then disappearing briefly inside his palace, the Sleep Master returned with a 
plush pair of cotton balls that he handed to Hercermer. Then the old man 
spoke: 
Lay these puffs inside your ears 
And block out all your worstest fears. 
Their softness casts a soothing spell. 
Now go away and sleep thee well. 
So Hercermer thanked the Sleep Master and walked back home, across the 
three continents, two oceans, three deserts, four volcanoes, and the six-mile-
deep gorge. When he at last arrived home, he jumped eagerly into bed and 
pulled the covers up to his chin. Then he placed the velvet mask upon his eyes 
and the plush cotton balls inside his ears. 
But he didn't sleep. 
Though he was now deaf to the annoying clamor around him, Hercermer's 
skin had begun to bum with pain. He could no longer tolerate the caress of the 
velvet mask against his eyes, the prickliness of his pillow, the tickle of breeze 
on his face, or the whisper of cotton fibers inside his ears. Springing from his 
bed, Hercermer ran outside and, staring up into the moonlit heavens, screamed, 
"I can't sleep!" 
So back to the Sleep Master he went and relayed to him his pathetic tale. 
Scratching his long beard, the Sleep Master disappeared briefly inside his pal-
ace and returned with three pink pills. Then he spoke: 
Lay these pills upon your tongue 
And swallow down 'til they are gone. 
Their power casts a numbing spell. 
Now go away and sleep thee well. 
So Hercermer thanked the Sleep Master and walked back home, across 
three continents, two oceans, three deserts, four volcanoes, and the six-mile-
deep gorge. When he at last arrived home, he jumped eagerly into bed and 
pulled the covers up to his chin. Laying his head on the pillow, he placed the 
velvet mask upon his eyes, the cotton balls inside his ears, and the three pink 
pills on his tongue. Then he swallowed. 
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But he didn ' t sleep. 
Though he was no longer plagued with wide-open eyes, deafening sounds, 
or sensitive skin, a wave of pungent and conflicting aromas had made its way 
to his nose: the lilac-scented washing powder from his bedsheets, the sweat 
from under his arms, the aroma of sliced garlic cloves from the kitchen. The 
odors were so overwhelming that he bolted out of bed. 
"That's the last straw!" Hercermer exclaimed. Unwilling to make another 
journey to the Sleep Master's palace, he instead sat down at his rolltop desk 
and composed a letter to the old man, detailing this latest cruelty of fate. 
Two days later, the Sleep Master had written back: 
To stop the smells 
I must cease your breath, 
And that would cause 
Your certain death. 
Your senses, my friend 
Are not your foes; 
'Tis panic leads 
To all your woes . 
So read the card 
That rests inside, 
And give yourself 
Some peace of mind. 
Confused, Hercermer searched the envelope for the card that the Sleep 
Master had referred to, and finding it, pulled it out and read: 
This is to certify that Hercermer Craig has slept soundly for the past 
seven years, and in that time, he has dreamt of lovely fields and water-
falls. He has arisen each morning feeling well-rested and energetic. 
His seven years of sleeplessness are just a figment of his imagination. 
Hercermer lowered the card and felt, in that instant, as if a weight the size 
of a mountain had been lifted off his shoulders. Gone was the acidlike panic 
from his veins and the sinking dread when thinking about his trundle bed. The 
gray bags beneath his eyes slowly began to shrink, and his ashen skin to glow 
with a newfound pinkness. His eyes receded into his head, and the roots of his 
hair relaxed to allow the long sandy brown strands to fall softly on his shoul-
ders. Hercermer moved toward his bedroom and slipped beneath the covers of 
his bed. Relieved of the burden of not having slept in seven years, he no longer 
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feared sleepless nights. He knew sleep would come, and come it did. 
In the bedroom of his quaint cottage in Pillingsworth that overlooked the 
crystal blue Pillingsworth Pond and the pink chapel in the valley, Hercermer 
Craig slept soundly and blissfully for the next fifty years. He woke up only 
three times in all those years-the first time, to retrieve a glass of water from 
the still-dripping pump outside; the second, to relieve himself of the water he 
had drunk upon last awakening; and the third, to breathe his last. 
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The Little Man Within 
Show no mercy, no more mercy 
We're all at the mercy of 
The little man within. 
K. Wallinger 
Mark Child 
Dear Riley, Downstairs in the basement is a box within a box. I hope you take the 
time when you are older to search it out, to stumble upon it, to surreptitiously 
dig through it. I am in there-your father before he became your father. The 
box inside the box contains three dozen or more letters that I wrote while 
studying overseas. Your grandfather and some of the friends I had at the time 
saved them for me. I haven't read them in years, but I've held onto them 
because not much else of me from that time, by my own hand, made it through 
the fall of years. I held onto them accidentally and, once I discovered I had 
them, I knew I had to preserve them, a time capsule of sorts, because you can 
never step into the same river twice, Boy-o. Never twice. 
I remember floating along. I've never been very good on or near water (I 
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swim for shit), and the rubbery feeling of standing still on the deck of a boat 
that chugged manfully against the Danube's current, trying to gain some dis-
tance before nosing around and letting the current dictate speed, the engines 
idled, steered only, drifting back downstream, has never fully left me. My 
inner ear swoons a bit as I recall it here. I had been in Budapest for about a 
week attending the Karl Marx University of Economics as part of a one-way 
exchange program-no Hungarians were allowed to come to the States for 
fear they'd never return-and the students of KMU had gifted us with a scenic 
boat ride up and down the river that split their city in two. It was April of 1984. 
Hungary was still under Soviet control, and I was twenty-three years old: 
smug and naive. 
The Blue Danube wasn't very blue at the time it sewered down to 
Budapest-broad, murky, swift, fetid with bloated carcasses of mishaped dogs 
jockeying for space with the cartoonish automotive shells of Polski Fiats, the 
fat ribbons of omnipresent trash and iridescent slicks of grease and oil lending 
the only flashes of color to the uniformly brown and dead river. The afternoon 
of my floating on the lazy despair of the polluted river was dank and chilled, 
matching my mood, misery for misery. The boat ride quickly devolved into a 
circus sideshow where we Americans were politely, and pointedly, ridiculed 
for the obscene machinations of our government, our marketplace, our mis-
fortune at being born into a nation divided by skin color and class-the lighter 
skins on top, the darker ones below. Perfect. The effect of the dead dogs, my 
natural mistrust of water travel, the weather, and the welcome I was receiving 
convinced me that I'd made a mistake in signing on for this trip. Miserable, I 
floated, rubber legged, homesick, watching the marginal opportunities for 
common ground and discovery dwindle and disappear like bloated dogs drift-
ing over the horizon. 
When Hungarians speak English, it floats. Their own throat-garbling lan-
guage only stresses the first syllable in every word. It drones. But English has 
a quality of airiness in their mouths, their breaths and tongues not knowing 
what to do with all our inflections and varieties of speech. It sounded pretty, 
regardless of what was coming out. I remember floating along getting pasted 
by a tall, rail-thin boy about the horrors of American slavery, his voice lilting 
and gliding-slahvry, ainjzhustus, Tomas Jafersen. I was about to reply that 
neither my family nor I had participated in that blight, this being the latter half 
of the twentieth century, not the nineteenth, and that my pink and ruddy skin 
did not automatically make me a racist sonofabitch, that in fact, one John 
Morgan Williams, distantly related via marriage to Eliza Jane Downey on my 
father's mother's side of the family, had fought and bled for the Union cause 
during the Civil War, when the rail-thin boy leaned in close and whispered, 
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"Ahm sawry. Ah dunt mean zhees theengs I zay." He continued, "Yoo see zhat 
mun ahlong the rayisle. He aze pooleez, hare to zheck own usz. We hav to poot 
on a shaw for zhem. Ahm sawry." 
Welcome to the world of the little man, young Mark. 
When I was young, seventh-grade young, I knew I wanted to be a writer. 
The school newspaper once asked what it was we wanted to be when we grew 
up. I answered, a writer. They asked, why? I said, why not? I was the only one 
who wanted to write. Words were too much of a chore for the others. They all 
wanted real jobs, jobs where they could make scads of money, jobs that could 
support them, let them take vacations. I wanted to be understood. At seventh-
grade young, the equation was simple and clear: words+ more words= under-
standing. The equation became elongated and elaborated with arcane and idio-
syncratic tabulations and formulas as time went by. I still wanted to be under-
stood, but the way was no longer simple or clear. Life happened along the way. 
Doubt, an infinitude of false starts, the loss of purpose and the return of pur-
pose, failure and success, sudden clarity and flagging will have hiccuped 
across the page. The direct line of voice to page severed and rerouted through 
a censorial process that was once bitten twice shy, kin to my experiences, not 
as a writer, but as the self who dreamed of writing and being understood, who 
stumbled in relationships because I was neither dreamer nor writer enough to 
make myself understood. I am still shocked that the dreaming and writing and 
understanding remain separate entities. 
An example of this separateness. In a piece I wrote about your grandfather 
in which I was trying to record for you the beauty and sadness of his life and 
the dreams he bypassed so that I might dream, I wrote this line: "The unhap-
piness of his marriage was so deep it stained us all, filled the crawl space and 
the comers of the house with a dread so pervasive it got up and walked around 
with us." I knew when I wrote that line that I would never allow your grand-
mother, my mother, to read the work. That one sentence scuttled any chance 
she had to read what I hope you will read again and again. She would not be 
able to withstand my judgment of her marriage; it would hurt and hurt forever. 
Knowing its potential for damage and hurt didn't stop me from writing the 
line, but I knew that she couldn't read the rest of the piece because that one-
line land mine of difficult and painful truth was buried there. I would like to 
be proud to have kept that line in, but I am not. I was a coward then and am a 
coward now because there was so much more that needed to be said that I had 
simply left out. If my intent was to give you a sense of his life, a sketch that 
you could carry deep in the pockets of your soul, a glimpse into the life of a 
man whose pleasures were simple and few, whose grief was ever present and 
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complicated, then I failed you. I did not complete the sketch. I avoided the 
harder work of throwing light onto the recesses and caverns of his life because 
the little, cowardly man within said it was not for me to judge, it was indeli-
cate to rummage around another man's losses, it was higher art to hint at those 
losses, to summarize them, than to describe them. I failed you, I failed him, 
and I failed myself because the little man within curbed and silenced my hand. 
I dreamt of giving you a picture of the love I felt for my father. I wrote 
hard and honestly, and still I left things out that you should know, left them 
out not because of any editing I was doing, but because I shied away, didn't 
know how to say it, was afraid. His hands ached from arthritis and immersing 
them in icy cold water as he worked, and he worked while undergoing 
chemotherapy because he was broke and had a wife who could spend and 
spend. At the age of sixty-six he still cried over his mother's abandonment of 
him at age seven. He had numerous affairs trying to massage the loss of love 
within his marriage; he was brave and calm and stubborn in facing his death; 
he emptied himself of his dream of flight, of flying tenderfooted businessmen 
from Chicago to Red Lake, Ontario, for the fishing trip of their lives, in order 
to take the sure thing and work in a morgue to pay bills. He was something. I 
know I have more work to do to be able to give him to you in words. I want 
you to understand him and my love for him. In order for that to happen, the 
little man within must die. 
But he is so useful in places. There was one occasion where I wished I had 
listened to him. Once, over a period of months, I dated two women who had 
no idea of each other's existence. I was in love with only one of them, the one 
who did not love me. At the same time, I was a dedicated journal keeper, 
putting down on paper in fevered prose the sweet misery of my situation. Page 
after page of my journal was about Laura and how much I loved her. 
Unfortunately, it was Peggy who read it. 
I lived above a Thai restaurant back then, hard against the El tracks (I 
joked weakly that my bedroom was a B stop on the Ravenswood line). I wrote 
at a desk that was a door propped up on either end by homemade legs carpen-
tered by your grandfather. I always left my journal on the desk next to my 
typewriter. I never carried it with me. The only time I wrote in it was at that 
desk. The desk was in my bedroom, and Peggy had a key to the apartment. 
I was at work. My college degree had landed me a part-time gig selling 
wine in a cheap wineshop. 'Peg and I were supposed to go out that night. She 
stopped by the shop. I told her I was going to be a few minutes late, but she 
could wait in the apartment if she liked (it was right next door). She went 
upstairs and read the journal to kill time. She about killed me when I walked 
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in. I was speechless. It never occurred to me to be mad at her for snooping 
around, though all my friends told me she was in the wrong. All I could think 
of was that I had kept that journal out in the open as a taunt, thrilled that what 
was inside was so volatile, so illicit, so hurtful to Peg should she ever see it. 
She saw it and there was no one to blame but me. 
I did not love Peggy; she was the one driving our relationship, but the 
thought of her leaving so mad scrambled and addled me, and I had to keep her 
there. I dismissed the writings as mad ravings, that the reason she wasn't men-
tioned anywhere in there was because it was her I loved, not Laura. She was 
as desperate as I was to make the words disappear, to ignore the truth of them, 
and she accepted the illogic, the lie, because it was easier than accepting the 
callousness of my words. It would take another two years for me to try and 
make up for what she read in my journal. I fell in love with Peggy at just about 
the same time she fell out of love with me, on our wedding day. We separated 
seven weeks later, were divorced inside a year, and I stumbled for seven years 
trying to figure out why. And for the length of those seven years I tortured 
myself with the thought that I should have said less in the journal, should have 
kept its whereabouts discreet, should have hidden it, tracing back to that 
moment the beginning of my troubles. The great difficulty with writing any-
thing down is that it will hurt someone sooner or later, be misunderstood soon-
er or later. The equation of words equaling understanding proved wrong by 
expenence. 
I couldn't believe my ears, this was Le Carre stuff, Hollywood, The Spy 
Who Came in From the Cold sort of shit. There were police on the boat to 
make certain the students said the right things? Watching them? Taking notes? 
Thought police? It was 1984. I should have known, but nothing in my experi-
ence could have prepared me. 
Quick-what's the definition of a Hungarian? Answer: A Hungarian is 
someone who enters a revolving door behind you and exits in front of you. 
From the twelfth century on, the Magyars have lived under the thumb or 
heel of someone else: the Turks, the Hapsburgs, the Nazis, the Soviets. When 
the Hapsburgs ruled, German was the official language of the empire, and the 
native tongue of the Magyars, what we call Hungarian, was dying a slow 
death, with fewer and fewer people using it. To speed the death along, the 
puffy-lipped Hapsburgs decided to outlaw Hungarian. From that moment on, 
roughly the middle of the eighteenth century, the Hungarian language had 
grown and grown, become fortified with new words, tripling its vocabulary in 
less than three generations. If the inbred rulers had left it alone the language 
would have died, but by threatening it they insured its robust recovery. 
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I stood along the rail of the pleasure boat, eyed the man identified as 
police, and dared the fucker to look at me. My naive rage and simple world-
view wanted proof from that piece of shit that he was monitoring our conver-
sation. But nothing. It was my first lesson in the impotence of rage. You don't 
enter revolving doors behind someone and exit in front of them with rage. It 
is done on the sly, surreptitiously, in whispers. The tall, rail-thin boy with the 
lilting voice smiled and moved on, and I stood in my shoes sputtering. I was 
a free man, an American for Christsakes, and I was now living in a place 
where the government was actively monitoring the public speech of its stu-
dents and teachers. They accepted it as a fact of life. I couldn't imagine how 
they could. 
When we got back to the dorm that night I was in a sour mood. I felt 
threatened, certain I was monitored by the Hungarian Thought Patrol, and I 
started talking into the closets, yelling at the lightbulbs, waving at the mirror 
in the room should there be a camera behind it. I came undone. I wouldn't 
have been able to exit the revolving door. One week in a Communist country 
and I was paranoid. How did the locals survive it? On the sly, surreptitiously, 
in whispers, in the language that was outlawed, living their true lives beneath 
the layers and cloaks of official, allowable behavior. 
The little man within had gotten a big job in government. 
I have burned my own writing. Throwing it away wasn't complete 
enough. I burned it instead. 
It was 1990, and I had just finished reading Foucault's Pendulum. In it, 
towards the end, the protagonist, Casaubon, while waiting for a band of 
occultists to find him and murder him for stumbling onto their sacred plans, 
bums his juvenilia, the writings of his youth. I had never heard the word juve-
nilia before. I liked it. It cannot be spoken without a streak of scorn or deri-
sion. It is a sneer of a word. I was standing in front of my books, shelved in 
the recess of a tall glass-block window in my cramped and drafty apartment 
( there were no storm windows and the old wood sashes, shrunken by time and 
use, rattled and banged with every sneeze), and I realized then that all of my 
writing was juvenilia. 
I didn't wait. I didn't hesitate. The desire to rid myself of my stumblings 
was crystalline. I gathered up every page I had ever written on, every whiny-
assed poem, every self-indulgent journal entry, every story, every story start. I 
had been so secure in my abilities before that moment that I had taken time to 
bind most of the pages in a couple of binders, certain it would make it easier 
for my literary executors to piece together my genius. I made it even easier for 
them-I wiped the slate clean. 
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The entrance to my apartment was at the rear of the three-flat I lived in, 
under the back stairs, hidden, dark, and a bit dangerous. A misstep going out 
could tumble you down a set of stairs to the basement, stairs that lipped at my 
door, stairs that ate me up only once. Taking care to avoid the basement stairs, 
I carried the armload of juvenilia outside and set it on a patch of mud. I went 
to the alley, dumped out one of the fifty-five-gallon drums that were our 
garbage cans, and dragged it back to the mud patch. It was harder to get the 
pages lit than I expected. I went through a book of matches trying to start all 
the pages on fire. After deciding against using any lighter fluid to speed the 
process along, I'd start a comer on fire, tip the page upside down so the fire 
would run the length of it, and, once it was going, nestle it in the can with 
other pages fed a couple at a time. The fire grew and grew. The little man with-
in was happy. 
Little flakes of paper ghosts swirled up from the fire, riding the column of 
heat, percolating at eye level before finding the ground. The fire didn't last 
long; maybe five, ten minutes and it was over. Twenty years of trying to be 
understood were gone and I felt no remorse, no regret, no nothing. Until later. 
It was the single most hateful thing I have ever done in my life. Better to have 
burned Foucault's Pendulum than to have done so much damage to myself. It 
may be that the works were petty, small, childish (I have been all those things), 
but they were of me, created by my effort, a record of my desire, however 
incomplete or inadequate, to be understood, to understand, and I burned them 
because Casaubon burned his, disgusted by his imaginings, ashamed that he 
ever dreamt of writing. 
I'll tell you this, Boy-o-it may all come to nothing, all this work, all this 
writing I'm doing. But so what? In my heart of hearts, I don't give a rat's ass 
about publishing. I'll do the work. I'll write. I'll submit my work, but after that 
it is a judgment which is, for better or worse, left to others. I' 11 work hard to 
earn some money this way, but all that matters to me is that you and your sis-
ter understand the necessity of living by your dreams through my example. 
Parents are supposed to teach, and this is what I would have you learn: Live 
by your own light, the light you know to be true. If I am never published I will 
still be a writer, and you and Claire will be left with boxes upon boxes of man-
uscripts as proof of that. 
Bum nothing, Riley. It all counts. 
NIGGER 
Can you guess what the most obscene word is in the English language? 
In 1971 the Texas Supreme Court wrote the following definition of what 
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is obscene: "What is obscene is that material, whether sexual or not, that has 
as its basic motivation and purpose the degradation and dehumanizing of per-
sons." The words fuck, shit, and their variations don't qualify, but nigger does, 
and it is a vile, venal, obscene word. But before it is obscene, it is a word. Ac-
cording to the definition above, motivation and purpose are the markers of 
obscenity; without such intent there can be no obscenity. The word, forged in 
the crucible of slavery, its birth stained with a mark deeper than Cain's, is ugly. 
Its motivation and purpose are clear and painful. It hurts and hurts and hurts. 
And yet-and yet I claim the right to put it on the page, and it hurts and hurts 
and hurts. 
There is an argument I've heard that says African-Americans are free to 
use the word nigger as they please but whites are prohibited from doing so 
because it is impossible for any white person to utter those sounds without the 
flavor of racism in their mouths. (I have heard whites, members of my own 
family, use the argument in reverse-if blacks say that about "their own kind," 
then I can, too.) It is a mess, and it hurts and hurts and hurts. The problem with 
this argument is that it assumes that all usage is racist; it assumes that all 
whites are racist with racist intent. The problem is that it is censorship, argued 
by a battered, self-righteous little man within. It is easy to want to believe the 
argument, easy to agree, easy to see the pain that is inflicted by that fucking 
word, but easy is not right, and no word can be proscribed, not even this one. 
In one of my first writing workshops we were reading All the King's Men 
by Robert Penn Warren. The word nigger is used throughout the book, used 
by characters in 1920s Louisiana, a part of the time and place Penn Warren 
was writing about. Two African-American women in the class branded the 
author a racist, the school racist for using such a book, and the class ground to 
a halt. I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe that anyone could or would mis-
take the use of the word nigger as it was used in that context. Robert Penn 
Warren was not calling persons niggers, his characters were, and the fact that 
these women could not see that, could not see past the violence in the word, 
speaks to the power of hatred buried in that word, speaks to the ease with 
which people identify the author with his characters. 
And yet-and yet-I claim for myself and any author the right to use that 
miserable fucking word any goddamn time we see fit. If my intent is to draw 
characters that are obscene, to show their obscenity, to brand them as ignorant, 
fearful, small-minded, useless fucks, then I can and will use the word nigger 
over and over; I will pour it out of their mouths so there can be no mistaking 
their weak, venal natures. If my intent is to degrade, debase, or dehumanize 
any person, then cut off my hands, cut out my tongue, lobotomize me. I will 
deserve any censure. That is not my intent. Quoting my first literary hero, Kurt 
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Vonnegut, my works "beg that people be kinder and more responsible than 
they often are." 
I wanted to say all of this to those two women, those two so wounded and 
hurt, mistaking the surface for intent. In the journal we kept for that class, the 
journal we read from time to time, I wrote the word nigger over and over. I 
wanted to reduce its status from epithet to word, I wanted to pull the power out 
of it by repeating it so many times it sounded like nothing, until it became noth-
ing. I wanted to read that entry to the class, and when my time came I read some-
thing else. I read something safe and banal and useless. I behaved worse than a 
racist. I was a coward, listening to the little man within who said it wasn't worth 
the fight, that I'd be misunderstood, labeled a racist, that I would be judged, and 
judged harshly, for even broaching the subject. The little man rationalized that 
my words would be taken as provocations, racist provocations, and I let it go. 
Such is the power of one word. I censored myself to avoid being censored by 
others. 
It was cowardly and wrong, a by-product of the little man. 
We are a racist nation, consumed by the violent and shameful legacy of 
our racist past, consumed by the propriety of language in our present, and 
there is no way to get around it. Each person must come to terms with it. It-
racism-can be perpetuated or it can be stopped. It is up to you to decide, 
Riley. I side with our better angels, and the means I choose to use to fight this 
smothering tide of hatred are words. If in the course of my work I choose to 
use words that are painful and hurtful to some, I will do so in order to show 
obscenity for what it is-ignorance-and I will let reasonable people judge 
my intent. 
The rest can fuck themselves. 
Towards the end of my stay in Budapest, a girl from South Carolina helped 
smuggle Hungarian-language Bibles into Romania. Transylvania had always 
been part of Hungary until the partitioning after World War II, and the Hun-
garians there were forced to live under Romanian rule. They were persecuted, 
and all documents written in Hungarian were seized and destroyed. These Bibles 
were a lifeline to the Hungarian people there. I thought the girl daft for this effort. 
She had been swept up in the fervor of clandestine meetings and all things under-
ground, which, at the time, meant all things truly Hungarian. I had come to 
admire the persistence of Hungarians, thriving in small and private ways under 
the noses of their oppressors and censors, but I still thought the girl was daft. 
I don't any longer. 
The little man within thrives on cowardice and appearances. Any measure 
of bravery, of standing up for what is truly right, curdles the little shithead's 
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innards. The girl may have been daft, but she was brave and good also-some-
thing I was not. The sputtering rage and impotence of that boat ride still clung 
to me. I had never adjusted to the idea of my thoughts and actions being 
watched. I was an American, for Christsakes, and I kept to myself and risked 
nothing. 
A few days before my departure, I spent a drunken afternoon with the 
president and vice president of Karl Marx University. The president, Zoltan 
Moses, had a small house in the country and had invited me to see the vine-
yards there. The vice president, Kalman Toth, was our designated driver. 
There was zero tolerance in Hungary for drinking and driving. It meant jail. 
No second chances. Just jail. Zoltan's country home was modest, lit and air-
conditioned by opening all the windows, and we ate heavily salted and cured 
meats and drank way too much homemade hooch (brandy is too nice a word 
for what Hungarians call palinka). I puked my guts out and started drinking 
again. It was during this second wave of drunkenness that I blurted out that I 
knew the Hungarian government had been keeping tabs on all of the 
Americans, that I knew the thought police monitored my conversations with 
Hungarian students, and how could they, Zoltan and Kalman, call me their 
friend if they knew, as they surely must, that this was going on? Zoltan 
laughed until he puked. Kalman draped a long, bony arm over my shoulder 
and said, "Mahrk, zee Hongarian poliz hav not bin wahtching you. Zay prahc-
tically cood care less abowt you. No, no. You hav bin wahtched, but I'm saw-
ry, my frend, it waz yoor gahvemment that waz keeping tabs on yoo, naht us." 
The little man within had gotten a big job in government. 
The box within a box downstairs holds the only writing of mine, the only 
juvenilia, that didn't get burned that day on the mud patch. I won't point it out 
to you. I want you to find it on your own. I want you to open the box within a 
box and find the letters I wrote home from Budapest. I want you to read over 
my shoulder as it was when I was twenty-three. I want you to hold the only 
papers that escaped my self-deprecating folly. When you hold them, as you 
read them, know and know and know that I was once as young as you will be, 
and because those letters survive in a box within a box, I still am. I still am. 
My love forever, 
Dad 
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Garden City, Kansas 
Lynne Marie Parson 
Childhood Memories 
My first memories were of blood-its sweet smell peppered with the bums of an electric instrument too hot. I had picked up my mother's 
shirt from the laundry-room floor. It was so white except for a red streak on the 
wrist. The red was wet and slimy in my little fingers. I had no clue that it was 
blood, that it was the livelihood of my family, and among the most dangerous 
and necessary of substances in the world. It was red and pretty against the white. 
Something I had never experienced before perhaps. I remember nudging my 
nose into the crease where the red river flowed, like I had seen our puppy nudge 
my bigger sister's fingers as they tempted him with meat. My tongue stopped 
the river from dripping onto my pink dress; the taste was not as sweet as it 
smelled, and I let it dribble down my chin. 
I buried my face in the shirt with my hand crumpling the stained sleeve. I 
was searching for my mother's special smell that she had when she kissed me 
good night-tamarind, fish oil, jasmine perfume. All I found was the smell of 
the air outside-the smell that was similar but not quite like the smell that came 
when my mother removed my diaper-and that sweet smell of red. No mother, 
no mountain air of Laos that I swore I caught when she told me stories from her 
home. 
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Later, my mother washed me with a sponge so rough that it made me cry. 
From then on, my older brothers and sisters said, after her work at the meat-
packing plant she undressed and did her laundry at a friend's home before she 
came to us. She took thirty minutes away from us so that I would never see 
her work clothes again, so that I would never taste the blood that bathed her 
days. But I remembered the smell, and I would catch it on her skin every so 
often. She told me that she ripped the tongues out of dead cows, hundreds a 
day. It was dirty work so that I and my siblings would never have to taste 
blood on our lips. 
Letter to a Former Home and an Emergency-Room Consultation 
January 24, 1998 
Dear Amit, 
Can you believe that I am in Kansas, in the place where Truman Capote 
found the story for In Cold Blood? It's so ironic-the blood of cattle has reju-
venated this city. You went to university in the States, too; remember all the 
jokes about farmers from Kansas? If Father talked to me, he would remon-
strate with me for living in a place where hundreds of cows are murdered 
every day-it is just another way in which I have forsaken the honor of being 
a Brahmin. 
How are Father and Mother? I know that they will never speak to me 
again; I have dishonored them by refusing to marry the astrologer's choice. I 
am no longer Brahmin in their eyes; I cannot be their daughter because I mar-
ried a white man. James says hi to you. We are looking for a house now. He 
tells me he wants a mask of Ganesha for good luck. If he were a Brahmin from 
Hyderabad, our father would love him like a son-he and Daddy could spend 
hours talking about the old tales, the latest research in breast cancer, the love 
of trains. I still love them, Amit. Perhaps, as the years pass, their hearts will 
soften. 
I miss Ama's sambar and rassam. There are people here from Mexico, 
Laos, Vietnam, Guatemala, everywhere, it seems, but India. Just a few other 
doctors like me. And you know I'm such a lousy cook. 
Today, in the ER, I met an old man from Vietnam. Another meatpacking 
case. The socket of his left arm is nearly deteriorated, but he came in because 
a new guy had got claustrophobic amid the other workers and the carcasses 
floating in the air. This other worker took his electric knife, aimed to cut a slice 
of a leg muscle and ended up slicing a layer of skin off this old man. (I say 
he's old because he talks with the weariness of old men and he says he is sixty, 
but his mind is still sharp.) The wound was stitched up with dental floss. I 
asked him who did this, and he told me he had. 
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"I used to be a surgeon in Saigon." He laughed; his eyes crinkled into two 
half-moon slits when he smiled. "Actually, I was the most promising student 
in my class. Specialty: orthopedics. But I had done a bit of work in cardiolo-
gy before I turned to backs and hips." He shook his head, and black hair 
brushed across my hands as I was reopening the wound. I asked him why he 
quit medicine. 
"Didn't have a choice. I was among the first the Communists took to re-
educate; I escaped the camp, gathered as many of my family who would go, 
and organized a boat for Thailand, then another boat for Australia, then for the 
States." 
"Still, that isn't a reason to quit medicine," I told him. "I came here from 
southern India, and I am practicing. Look, I am an outcast also from my fam-
ily, and I still follow the art that I trained for. I still heal people. I haven't let 
my father's sentence keep me from what I am. You could have studied for 
your boards. You could have been an asset to the refugee population stream-
ing in the States through the years." 
"If I had gone to France, perhaps, I could have continued medicine. But I 
knew no English except a few words heard on the streets from soldiers. You 
were taught English at a young age, were you not? By the time I learned 
English well enough to work with non Vietnamese patients and to take the 
boards, I was old. They were going to certify a fifty-two-year-old Vietnamese 
man? 
"When I came here, I didn't have enough money to go to school and work 
also, and I was the oldest son. I had to take care of the sisters and cousins that 
escaped, too. I had to sneak money back to my parents and grandparents. I had 
to take whatever jobs they gave me. We all have to live with our choices, doc-
tor. I'm sure you have to live with a heartsickness, too." 
Amit, the stitches were so clean, so perfect. I almost hated to undo them; 
how I hope that, at his age, my hands are so steady, even in pain. The nurse 
brought his X rays, and I asked him how an orthopedist could let his arm get 
so bad. 
"You should know, Mr. Pham, your ball-and-socket joint is deteriorating. 
You need a replacement," I told him. 
"I do know. I feel the bones clacking against each other, rubbing away the 
energy and the power this arm has to cut and to touch. The pain ended long 
ago; I just move the arm with my mind. When my last child finishes school, I 
will have the surgery. Two more years." Again, his cheeks rose into that smile 
that obscured his eyes. 
"Dr. Lewis, do you have children? I was lucky that God gave me four. One 
will finish his residency in two months, another is a nurse, another is finish-
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ing her master's in art history, and the youngest will graduate with a bache-
lor's in elementary education. Their futures are in this arm. When I get that 
replacement, my work at the plant is through. I worked hard so that my wife 
did not have to take a job, so that she could volunteer at the Mutual Assistance 
Association. She teaches English there and helps newcomers study for certifi-
cation in the jobs they had back home. Do you know that many people with 
me on the trim side are former teachers, doctors, lawyers, and nurses who 
would rather be with their professions than with the knives and dead cow bod-
ies? 
"Now, doctor," he continued, "undo the stitches and re-stitch me up. I'll 
probably need a pint or two of blood. I'm type B positive." 
He was right; he did need blood. Amit, I wanted to slam down the records 
and demand that he go immediately to Dr. Shaw, the orthopedic surgeon. 
But I understood him, too. Our choices to live always have a consequence. 
This Dr. Pham chose freedom, and he lost his profession and his art. I chose 
my husband, and I lost my family and my home. Oh, I know that I could return 
to India, but it wouldn't be the same. I couldn't walk down the streets of our 
neighborhood without seeing stem faces and hearing clicks of tongues and 
teeth. No one would say hello to me, and Daddy would just look right through 
me if we passed on the street. If I cannot be their daughter, then why should I 
go back to India? If Dr. Pham couldn't help his family, then why should he 
have studied for his boards and watched his family suffer during the years it 
would take to get his license? If his children lose the chances he lost so many 
years ago, then why should he get a joint replacement? Life has so many joys, 
but it has so much sadness because of such joys. 
Amit, I hope you have the chance to come here and see this town where 
cow dung perfumes the air and you see cowboys walking down the street with 
little old Laotian ladies. I know that you can't tell Daddy where you are going; 
say you need to visit some old friends from university. You surely have friends 
in the States who could justify that statement. None of the Indians I have met 
so far speak Telegu; I miss the rolling syllables and all the vowels-the music 
you send me helps, but it isn't the same as conversation, especially conversa-
tion with family. 
Love, your sister Saritha 
A Day in the Life of a Mother 
On my first day at the plant, I learned how large a cow's tongue was. I 
never knew before; my youth was during the first stages of Communism and 
we were lucky to have fish from the river. The trainer first talked to me in 
Vietnamese; he had learned enough Vietnamese and Spanish to work with his 
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crew. I had learned enough English through our first years in Los Angeles to 
tell him that I was Laotian and that I could understand enough English for this 
job. He grabbed a carcass swinging on the disassembly line; not many cuts had 
been made yet, so that I could recognize the form of what had been a living 
animal just an hour or so ago. His fingers in rubber pried the jaw open, reached 
into the bloody, exposed body, pulled out the tongue and sliced it with his 
knife. So quick. In just seconds. He put the tongue in my palms; I fainted and 
pushed another worker into the line of bodies. The trainer pulled the man out 
of the way of a knife meant to cut into the skull so that another could reach the 
brains. 
The trainer was patient. He understood my initial shock. "After a few 
months, you'll find your pace, your strength. You will notice what is impor-
tant and what needs to be cut away, like the muscles of these animals. We all 
have families to feed." 
Of course, he was correct. I had come here to save my children from the 
violence on the streets of California, the gangs that had killed their father as 
he was taking groceries from the store to our home. A Vietnamese boy-fif-
teen years old, the police told me-had asked my husband in English for his 
money; my husband had told him to go to his father, who should be taking care 
of him; the boy stuck a knife into my husband's chest. He had spent all of his 
money on the groceries; the boy only got fifty cents. 
I did not want to raise my children on welfare; I did not want my children 
to worry over the colors of their clothing. So, I viewed the Laotian from 
Garden City as a messenger from Buddha. He said we could find work in 
Kansas that would allow us to raise our children with values and safety-that 
we could depend on ourselves and not on the government. I sat in the com-
munity center and saw a halo of light surround this man. He had been in the 
reeducation camps, the Thai refugee camps; he knew everything that we had 
known. After he spoke, I pushed my way through the men-my children were 
more important than what my parents told me were the manners of good chil-
dren. A few weeks later, we took a train to Kansas, where we found a trailer 
waiting for us. 
In the mornings, I say my prayers before I wake the children for school. 
Incense that sells in one of the Asian grocery stores bums in each comer of 
our home to protect it while we are gone. I go to each child and touch their 
face. My children normally wake up with a smile; my youngest daughter has 
the face of her father. I usually cry when I see it, then I have to tell her that 
they are tears of joy so she will not worry. 
As they queue for their bathroom duties, I gather rice from the bin and 
pour water into the rice cooker we brought from Los Angeles. Sometimes, I 
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make American waffles in a waffle iron that women from one of the Baptist 
churches gave me when we came here. My mother would yell at me for using 
an electric device to prepare food. I hate using the microwave, but I'm often 
too tired to cook as she did. Cooking should be done with all your attention-
your heart, your body, your mind, your soul. I don't have that much energy to 
give, and I would rather give it to my children in other ways. 
My youngest daughter usually beats her older brothers and sisters (I have 
seven children) to the bathroom. She takes five minutes to brush her teeth; the 
dentist says she has perfect teeth, and she wants to keep them that way. Her 
brothers and sisters yell at her every morning in English. I know that the older 
children remember Laotian, and the younger ones take classes. Still, they only 
talk to me and their elders in Laotian. My English is pretty good now; I'm 
proud to say that I can even get along in Spanish and Vietnamese after three 
years here. 
After each has brushed teeth, gotten dressed, and eaten breakfast ( they 
take baths before bed), I drive them to their respective schools. My youngest 
is in a daycare center; I hate that she does not have the memories of me at 
home that the others do. I drive the few miles to the plant, park the car, and 
head through the gates to our dressing room. I try not to look at the cows wait-
ing in the yards to be bolted, waiting for me to take their tongues. Their low-
ing used to bother me-I used to say that I was the one taking their voice, their 
right to protest their death-but, then, another worker reminded me that the 
people on the kill side took that voice away. Like the trainer said, we learn 
what is important. 
I am lucky for I have never been injured. In the dressing room each morn-
ing, I hide behind my locker so that I cannot see the scars on many of the 
womens' arms and legs. One time, a woman, a Laotian woman, had part of her 
breast cut off by a newcomer who got scared of the floating bodies and knives. 
I remember her screams; as I held the jaws and reached for the tongue, I first 
thought the cow had come back from the dead to tell me it needed its voice. 
Then the line stopped. I looked around me and saw a woman on the floor who 
was holding her chest and staring up into the neck of a cow. Blood was drip-
ping onto her cheeks; until I saw a man screaming in Laotian that America had 
become a killer, I realized that some of the blood on her hands was her own. 
I don't want the hurt ones to see my perfect skin, marred only by the marks 
left by seven children in my womb. If I were them, I would hate to see skin 
smooth and colored only with the occasional mole or stretch mark. So I shed 
my clothes and put on a robe. The terry cloth moves down my body as I add 
a piece of clothing; I've worked it out so that only my hands and feet show. 
Then I worry because some of the women there have lost fingers, and now 
Lynne Marie Parson 147 
they sort or clean and make less pay than when they cut. 
After I put on my rubber gloves and boots and go out onto the trim floor, 
the rest of my day is a blur spent looking into the mouths of dead cows. Grab, 
pull, cut, drop. Over and over again. My hands move automatically; I have 
become a robot like the ones that my youngest boy plays with and that I pick 
up every day when I come home. 
When our shift is over, we all are covered with blood and slivers of mus-
cle tissue. We are too tired to look at each other, and many of the scars are cov-
ered with blood. Do they think of their injuries during such times, I wonder. 
We shed our clothes, push them into plastic bags, and run to the showers to 
wash off enough of the day's smells and memories so that we can be clean for 
our husbands, our children, our friends, ourselves. I carry my robe to the 
shower and repeat the dressing ritual when I get to my locker. After I tie my 
shoes, I say a thank you for another day of work to the Buddha staring from a 
card stuck on my locker door. I head for the gates and search for my car under 
the parking-lot lights. I go straight home or do some shopping at the Wal-
Mart; my oldest children are wonderful babysitters. 
When I get home, the children have had their dinner. My oldest daughter 
is as good a cook as I am. I watch a movie or some TV show with all my chil-
dren, ask them about their days as we eat popcorn, and help the children with 
homework if they need my advice. I used to study education in Laos before 
we left for Thailand. 
Before they go for their baths, I tell them a story from the homeland or ask 
them to recite their Laotian lessons. Each week, I ask them to look up some-
thing about Laos on the computer I gave them for Christmas, or in the library. 
Each day, a child gives a mini-report on a food, a date in history, a folk story, 
something to make them remember where their parents came from and where 
four of them had been born. For our monthly International Sunday, one of the 
two Sundays I have off for the month, they present reports on a topic that 
relates to the lands of their classmates. I want us all to understand our neigh-
bors. How can we all live together if we don't? 
Then, I sleep and dream of my husband and the mountains. In my dreams, 
my mother tells me that I should be cooking more often, but that I am being a 
good mother. 
Titles Mean Nothing 
"What side do your parents work on?" 
"Kill and trim. My father puts the bolt to the back; my mother cuts. And 
you?" 
"Both trim." Ana noticed that the children at the baseball diamonds always 
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asked the same questions when they met someone new. Not all of the nonwhite 
children had parents who worked at IBP, Montfort, or Ehresman. Some kids 
responded that their parents owned a new restaurant or worked as a lawyer 
helping new immigrants find jobs and homes. Her parents had worked at the 
plants but now owned a restaurant on Highway 83. Ana rocked back and forth 
in the bleachers and watched her brother strike another guy out. She said she 
came to cheer her brother on to the major leagues; she really came to listen to 
the conversations in the bleachers. Her eyes would focus on the balls, the bats, 
the dust flying around the diamond, but her mind picked apart the Spanish and 
the English whirling around her. Most of the Vietnamese and Laotian kids 
mixed their languages with English; you could understand what they were talk-
ing about. 
"My father's fingers are so swollen. He won't let you touch his left side, 
thus you can't hug him anymore. Are you going to the rodeo? How come there 
are no Vietnamese cowboys? All the names are white." 
"Do you want to meet at Sandhill Books on Main tomorrow? I need to get 
a few books for my history project; I buy them so that my mother can read 
them at night when she gets off from work. You know she wants to become a 
citizen, and she studies very hard. Anyway, then we can go for coffee and 
study for the English exam." 
"His dad was admitted to Valley Hope last Thursday. The police found 
him drooling in one of the bars. He kept singing 'La Bamba' even after the 
cop slapped him a few times. Poor Jose-if his father doesn't shape up, he'll 
have to quit school to work." 
Ana sat alone. Most of her friends from high school abandoned her when 
her parents rose up and bought the restaurant. People moved out of the trailer 
parks and bought houses, but for her friends, rising so fast into business own-
ership was a stab to their pride. Their families were still gutting, skinning, cut-
ting; what family members there were who didn't work at the plant were atten-
dants at the Presto Convenience Store or the video store. Their families had 
been here for more than a decade; Ana's family only came from Dallas five 
years ago. Their families were burdened with six, seven, nine children; there 
were only Ana and her younger brother in her home. She wanted to explain 
the logic of how her family could save so much, but that would insult their 
families, also. After so many unanswered phone calls and lame excuses, she 
accepted her fate and tried to make friends at the University of Arizona, where 
she studied anthropology. 
She had spent these first weeks of summer here watching her brother play 
ball, or at home watching movies with her grandmother or reading books. The 
only friends she had left in Garden City were Anh and Michael-a 
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Vietnamese girl and a German Mennonite. They were a motley crew, but if it 
weren't for them coming back to Garden City this week, she knew she would 
go crazy from all this eavesdropping and baseball. Anh had gone to Vietnam, 
and Michael had visited Germany. Ana's parents had decided that the restau-
rant needed more investments, so they didn't go to Mexico as they had every 
year since they bought the house. 
Ana flipped the black curls from her eyes and cheered as a boy hurled his 
face into the dust for a slide. She didn't even know if this boy was on her 
brother's team or not; they changed uniform colors so often that she just 
looked for Gonzalez stitched on the back of some kid's uniform. And she 
prayed that she was cheering for her brother when she yelled, "Go, Gonzalez, 
go!" 
"So what side do your parents work?" The boy who sat down beside her 
sounded as if he had just come across the river. He was practicing his English, 
she could tell. His black eyes looked through errant curls as if to say, "Did I 
just say it right, or did I ask you if you were a hooker?" 
"My parents don't work on any side of a plant. They own Casa Gonzalez," 
she answered in Spanish to tell him that he had succeeded in his question. 
"Isn't that a silly line of introduction?" Spanish. "My friend said that that's 
what all the kids say to strangers; it's an icebreaker. How can you break the 
ice by describing what part your families take in the slaughter? It's crazy over 
here." 
Ana laughed. She had never lived "over there," but from her visits to her 
family's old home, she could guess what he was thinking. "Americanos Locos, 
eh?" she queried. 
"You were born here. I can tell. So are you crazy, too?" He propped his 
legs on the bench in front of them and began tapping out a rhythm on his jeans 
legs. Ana knew the song but not the title. 
"Maybe. Did you come here to watch baseball or to perform a concert?" 
"I came here to meet people. I'm new here." 
"I can tell. But then maybe you'll be crazy, too? You'll start to speak 
English at home and learn the Vietnamese curse words. You'll pick up girls 
and catch yourself as you reach to shake the hands of their fathers because you 
know most plant workers hate to use their hands once they leave work." 
"Better to be crazy than to be lonely. Do you know this song?" He reached 
over and clapped the rhythm onto the backs of Ana's hands. 
"Yes, but I cannot say the title." 
"Titles mean nothing; the music is what matters. Just like what we do or 
where we come from doesn't matter as much as what's inside of us." He said 
it in perfect English, then crumpled his brows as he realized he had spoken in 
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English rather than his native tongue. 
"So what is your name?" 
"Ricardo." 
"What side do your parents work on?" Ana slid her hands from under 
Ricardo 's and started patting a folk song onto his knuckles. 
"They trim." 
Native's Reactions 
"I just don' t understand them, Bessie. You know they eat cats and dogs. 
When the first of them came in the eighties, we locked up our dogs and cats. 
Then some government workers came around to the churches and told us not 
to worry about our animals. They encouraged us all to go out and have dinner 
with them, to see what their homes were like, to play with their children. I 
went out there to the parks, to the cars sitting in the parking lots, to the trailers. 
OK, they might not be a threat to Gomer and Rusty, but I still think this town 
is going too far to accommodate them." 
"Joshua, your family wasn't from here. I think those Vietnamese who moved 
in next to me are the sweetest people. The little girl comes over to help me 
with my roses. She follows my directions so carefully, and the roses seem to 
flourish under her fingers. " 
"Your son died in Vietnam. How do you know that man didn't kill him?" 
"Nguyen was against the Communists. Your father's family was German. 
How do I know that one of your cousins didn't kill my brother in France?" 
"Bessie, that was low." 
"Well, Joshua, you ' re being a hypocrite. Our families all started as 
strangers here. You sit in that rocker and act as if you were the first family that 
populated Kansas." 
"No one welcomed my family here with a Mutual Assistance Association. 
My grandfather came here to work on the railroads. Starved from the potato 
famine and the trip from Ireland. He had been part of the Fenians and was 
hunted by the Prods. No one came here to welcome him off the stagecoach 
with a home or blankets or food for the week. He worked his way here from 
New York, without government money or anyone to show him the way. He 
found his own way, and I say that that's what these people need, a dose of self-
reliance." 
"Do you think it was so easy for them to leave their homes? What's wrong 
with giving them a hand? I bet your grandfather would have loved a comfort-
ing hand during those first few months." 
"We gave them hands; they gave us alcoholics, wife beaters, a higher 
crime rate, overpopulated schools, and a newspaper full of stories about 
brawls and other such stuff." 
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"As if there were no problems here before. You forget that Capote film?" 
"Bessie, those were drifters that killed that family. Trouble happens any-
where, but when you can't understand the victims or the offenders, you have 
chaos. You know they use our tax dollars to train cops in foreign languages? 
It's all extra expenses that keep us from taking care of our own." 
"Joshua, what's done is done. It's almost been twenty years since IBP 
came. See the opportunities to learn more about your world. Come with me to 
International Day or to one of the Asian restaurants. Broaden your horizons." 
"I tell you, Bessie. This isn't the world I defended in Korea. I fought so 
that people could live in their own lands unmolested, not invade my own." 
A Son's Duty 
Sweat. Blood. Trembling. That's all I know at night. The dreams come every day 
now. I try not to sleep, but the music from my daughter's radio lulls me and cajoles 
me to lay my head down. Days are so long, as hundreds of dead cows pass you 
by and your arm keeps swiping and cutting. I obey and immediately scream as 
my thoughts race into the darkness, over plains and mountains and the ocean, 
to a country that I haven't seen in more than fifteen years. My hands grab the 
rotting flesh of my mother as I try to lift her body onto a stretcher so that I can 
bury her before the soldiers come to the village again. Her skin flakes off into 
my hand, and I avoid touching the open sores that mark her arms as pimples 
dot a young man's cheeks. 
In the corner of our house, beneath the gaping hole left by the shrapnel of 
American bullets, my father prays to God for death. I hear the words, and I 
want to believe that it's sinful to pray for death. My head shakes out the words; 
I have to bury my mother so her soul can rest in peace. 
"Bury me with her. Kill me before they kill me." I drop my mother's body 
and cringe when I hear the bones of her body break. 
"How can you say this to your son?" 
"You are my oldest. You must take care of me as I wish. Slit my throat. 
Send me with your mother to peace. You have to go and fight the Communists-
and pray that the Americans will not mistake you for Vietcong. Americans or 
Vietcong will kill me. I'm too weary to run or hide. Better to die by someone 
who loves you. Better to go to heaven with the woman whom I loved." 
My father crawls across the floor to the table where my mother once made 
us rice, told us stories, skinned fish that my father had caught, and attended to 
all the family problems. He pushes himself up and picks up a knife encrusted 
with fish guts from some dinner who knows how long ago. I think that it's not 
safe to eat fish anymore with all the chemicals the Americans have put in the 
water and air. 
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"Kill me, son." He stands before me, and lays one hand on my mother's 
heart. He's crying; I've never seen my father cry before, not even when I came 
here and found my mother lying with dried blood covering her chest. 
"I can't! You're crazy! Go hide in the forest with your brother's children! 
I'll come for you and find a boat for you to get out." 
"It's nonsense. I'll do it myself, only my hands are not as steady as yours 
are." 
"No! Don't ask this of me!" I want to run away, but how can you run away 
from your father? I see my own eyes sunken into his flesh like round fish eyes 
dropping into the soup. I look exactly like him, only I have more flesh and my 
skin isn't wrinkled yet. Will this be me when I get older? 
"I can ask only you. You've always been a dutiful son. Bury the two of us 
together with our arms wrapped around each other. Here, take the knife." He 
presses the handle into my open palms. The edge has cut his fingers, and blood 
drips onto my mother's stomach. She was such a neat dresser and housekeeper. 
How all this blood would bother her; she would have flooded the floor with 
soapy water and asked us to skate on towels until the wood floors, her pride 
and joy, would gleam in the sunlight falling through the eastern wall of win-
dows. Father had always said a man needed to see so much light in the morn-
ing that he could choose his day's path well. 
I smell shit and blood and fish guts and smoke and that strange chemical 
smell that has invaded our air these days. He aims the knife toward his throat, 
leans over to give my mother one last kiss on her pale lips, then takes my 
wrist. 
"I love you, son. Please." My father has never said "I love you" to his chil-
dren; he has never said "please" either. Such words don't exist in my father's 
vocabulary. You know they love you from their discipline; the words shock 
me. I have to do this because he has given me this gift. He has humbled him-
self, spoken what is never to be spoken between father and son. I cannot let 
him live with the shame of such an unanswered request. I lift the knife and let 
it descend. 
Barbie and Ken's Date 
"Look at that tornado!" 
"I think I see Manuel's trailer swinging at the top." 
"Oh, you' re just wishing because he dumped you." 
Dogs bark and children cry as the families huddle under the overpass. 
Prayers in different languages mix with the crying and the barking. It's all 
music of awe and desperation. No one wants to leave this place and find their 
trailer overturned or whirling away in the dust. 
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A little girl with the eyes of her Vietnamese father and the cheekbones of 
her Mexican mother sits between her parents and plays with her Barbies. Her 
voice alternates between a Vietnamese accent for Skipper, an American accent 
for Barbie, and a Mexican accent for Ken. The parents are sleeping; they got 
off work only a few hours before the tornado siren rang. 
Barbie has a date with Ken, but the weather is so treacherous that she's 
phoning him to say she will be a few hours late. Ken sits in the mud puddle 
on the other side of the girl's father. He says he understands. 
Disclaimer 
The people of these stories are fictitious. These paragraphs derive from 
research into Garden City and from the experiences of many of my friends 
who are refugees. 
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It's a Rapa, Rapa World 
Amanda Snyder 
Enough with the rape crap already! It seems like this has been going on forever: what exactly is or is not rape, and what the heck is coercion? 
Was that a threat, or just smooth talking on the part of the man? And now those 
legal-eagles have changed the definition of rape to include words like menace 
and duress. Oh yeah, that clears up a lot. And there are so many different types 
of rape: acquaintance rape, date rape, spousal rape, stranger rape, the 1-sat-
behind-you-in-English-class rape, the we-used-to-be-neighbors rape, the 1-
know-someone-who-looks-like-you rape. So many rapes, with so many dif-
ferent nuances to each definition. And those statistics! Does anyone care that 
it is estimated that one out of four women you know will be raped? Or that 90 
percent of the women raped will know their attackers (Warshaw 1989, 11)? Or 
that something like 60 percent of men in some surveys said that they liked it 
when their women struggled over sex (Warshaw 1989, 93)? We've heard all 
this stuff before. Does anyone care? 
Let's face it, ladies, rape is pretty damn hard to prove. But a woman needs 
vindication, doesn't she? Even though no one's gonna believe a flipping word 
you say, women are encouraged to go to the hospital, to the police, to the 
courts. Sure, it's what you're supposed to do. But we all know that every part 
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of that system sucks. Let's think about it a minute. 
First of all: YIKES! Those pesky tests can be time consuming! First up for 
the poor little lady is a trip to the hospital where she has to endure what they 
lovingly refer to as a "rape kit." These are tests done on the victim's body to 
see if she is really telling the truth. I guess I never knew how many women 
would endure having a cold steel object stuck up their vaginas just for kicks. 
Then the woman has to go through all sorts of pokes and procedures. Among 
them are pregnancy and AIDS tests (one pee, one poke), a pap smear (the 
mother of all pokes), and various STD tests (pee, poke, poke, scrape). 
And that's the easy part. OK, you've got a nice big Band-Aid to cover 
everything up, but for some reason you aren't satisfied. You wanna be good, 
so you scamper (assuming you still can) over to the police to tell your story to 
them. If your rapist was your lover, your ex-lover, your possibly-maybe-
would-be-lover, or even just your friend, Sally, you've got a hard road ahead 
of you. See, people tend to believe in that whole Madonna/whore thing. You 
know, the idea that once you sleep with a guy, you are pretty much viewed as 
walking around sans panties, ready for a quickie at any time with him. This 
means that if you know your attacker, and definitely if you have had sex with 
him before, chances of people believing you were actually raped by this guy 
are slim to none. The mere idea that you are (GASP!) too tired for sex or sim-
ply don't want it, well, it's just plain absurd. 
Or maybe it's not a question of the Madonna/whore myth. Maybe it has to 
do with the man. See, there is this idea floating around that once a woman 
sleeps with a guy, she is considered his territory, and the guy has "free rein" 
over any sexual exploits he wants to have with her. It's kind of like when a dog 
marks his territory by peeing-actually, it's exactly like that. Anyway, if the 
whole mess goes to trial, Sally has to spill her guts about every guy she's ever 
dropped trou with, what clothes make up her closet, and possibly any sexual 
tendency she has that society might consider "odd." 
And it might go something like this: Sally is on the witness stand. The 
lawyer performing the cross examination saunters up to the stand and stares 
down at Sally. 
Lawyer: When was your first sexual experience? 
Sally: My first ... what do you mean? 
Lawyer: When did you first kiss someone? 
Sally: A kiss? You mean a kiss is considered a sexual experience? 
Lawyer: Just answer the question. 
Sally: Geez, I don't know, sixth grade maybe. 
Lawyer: Sixth grade, ladies and gentlemen. This woman was practicing 
reckless sexual behavior as young as the sixth grade. 
156 Hair Trigger 22 
Later in the questioning: 
Lawyer: What were you wearing on the evening of the alleged incident? 
Sally: Umm, I was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. 
Lawyer: Jeans and a T-shirt! 
Sally: Yeah. 
Lawyer: And could you describe this pair of jeans and this T-shirt? 
Sally: Describe? 
Lawyer: Isn't it true, Miss Sally, that the T-shirt you were wearing was 
made of a thin cotton brand? 
Sally: Umm, sure. 
Lawyer: AHA! 
Still later in questioning: 
Lawyer: Isn't it true, that at the time you were dating my client, you told 
him that you once had sex on a couch with a former boyfriend? 
Sally (confused): Uh, yeah, I guess so. 
Lawyer: The couch, ladies and gentlemen. Are we supposed to believe 
that this sexual libertine suddenly got a conscience on the night of the alleged 
incident when she has this bizarre sexual history of things like having sex on 
couches? 
The court explodes in a flurry of whispers while the disgruntled judge 
bangs his gavel over and over on his desk. 
Sound familiar to anyone? Of course it does. And now we've got this 
"acquaintance" or "date rape." Please. What the heck is that? Not only is the 
exact definition of acquaintance rape up in the air, but its very existence has 
been put into question. Here's the prob: What if Sally and Billy have been dat-
ing for quite a while but have never had sex, and Billy drives Sally up to 
Make-out Mountain? Can Sally still say no to sex? Well, of course she can say 
no, but can it be taken seriously? Let's wake up here. Sally and Billy at mid-
night on Make-out Mountain? What did the girl think was going to happen up 
there? That they would put their arms around each other and sing showtunes 
all night or something? 
Poor little Sally is viewed in one of two ways: 
1) Sally says no, only because she doesn't want to look like an easy slut. 
She'd jump in the sack with Billy in a minute. 
2) Sally's a stupid ditz if she'd go up to Make-out Mountain in some guy's 
car with him. Everyone knows that men can't control themselves. 
Now back off, guys, I know what you're thinking. This view of the world 
is pretty pessimistic. But when it comes to sex, aren't women either liars or 
dumb, and aren't men just uncontrollable animals? Sure, they are. Anyone 
with half a brain can see that all this rape crap works about as well as using a 
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string and a couple of tin cans to call your mama. Isn't there a better way to 
handle this? 
Well, don't worry, I've got the answer, ladies. No need for those painful 
hospital exams or years of therapy to go through due to the trauma of being 
raped by your boyfriend. The problem, it turns out, lies in how we look at the 
whole situation. Who would have guessed? We could have a lot more fun with 
this thing. See, there's this book called Games People Play, by Eric Berne, 
certified doctor. It's a classic gem from the 1960s. First of all, you must know 
that the book is an absolute gem. Highly informative, and so much more. It 
categorizes the various types of psychological games that people are apt to 
play in their lives. So what does this have to do with the whole rape thing? I'm 
so glad you asked. 
Rapo. It's the answer to our prayers, ladies. Really. Mr. Eric Berne says 
that Rapo is a game usually played by women in social situations. There are 
two major degrees of intensity to Rapo. First-degree Rapo is also called Kiss 
Off. Women usually play this at parties. Now just see if this fits your profile. 
A woman flirts with a man. Once the man has "committed himself," accord-
ing to Mr. Berne, this sly woman has gotten her pleasure and leaves the sap in 
search of her next conquest. Mr. Berne also says that the poor guy might be 
left for the rest of the party searching for Ms. Rapo, and if she is skillful 
enough, she will be able to avoid him. 
You may not be exactly sure what "committed himself' means. But I do. 
It's when the guy offers to fill her glass up, or when he laughs at her joke and 
lightly touches her arm. It's when he comers her away from everyone else and 
tells her she smells wonderful. Or it's when he pins her against the wall, slips 
his hand up her shirt, and suggests that they go somewhere they can be alone. 
Now this situation might sound a lot like harassment, borderline assault, even. 
But no, it's Rapo in top form. Remember that time the jock at the frat party 
rubbed his hand over your breasts when he passed you, or when your date at 
that party, a fellow brother, kept tugging your arm to get you to go upstairs 
with him? Come on, it was your game and you liked it. 
First degree Rapo, that's just kid stuff. Third degree Rapo is where it's at. 
Mr. Berne says it ends in murder, suicide, or the courtroom. This vicious Rapo 
player leads the poor, unsuspecting man into some compromising physical 
contact, usually sex. Then the witch goes and says that he forced her to do it. 
And you know, it does make sense, because Mr. Berne says that the victim will 
have no trouble finding "morbidly interested allies"-ones like counselors or 
relatives to help her with her little scheme. If the girl is lucky enough to get 
bloodied and bruised, hell, the police might even become one of those who are 
"morbidly interested" in her case. (Because of battery, hon, not rape.) Look at 
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all those rape crisis centers out there today. I never knew they were just there 
to aid Rapo players. At this point, the woman involved has to "save face by 
crying rape." 
Don't you get it? There really isn't such a thing as date rape. When Billy 
locks you in his bedroom, holds his hands over your mouth and has sex with 
you, admit it, you wanted it. Apparently, it was what you were after all along. 
Come on, you were leading the poor guy on all night. What was he supposed 
to do? Boys will be boys, after all. When you tried to get lost in the crowd at 
the party so he couldn't find you, you really wanted him to see you. Or when 
you hid in the bathroom, you really just wanted a quickie with him. And all 
that screaming and carrying on while he dragged you upstairs to his bedroom? 
It gets him excited, and you know it. It was all just you and your Rapo ways. 
It's so PC today to say "No means no," but let's face it, ladies, when we say 
no, we really mean yes, even if we don't realize it. Consider the following: 
Sally has been invited to Billy's house for a party. Sally and Billy have 
gone on a couple of dates and had a good time together. Sally really likes Billy, 
and Billy thinks that Sally is hot. When Billy mentions that he is having a 
party this weekend, Sally immediately accepts. 
On the night of the party, Sally gets very excited in anticipation of the 
event and wears hip-hugging jeans and a baby-T (the whore!). Sally arrives at 
Billy's house at 9:00 P.M. sharp. To her surprise, only Billy and his roommates 
are there. Billy says that people will soon start to show up, but why don't they 
sit down and watch a movie or something? While they watch, Billy practical-
ly pours alcohol down Sally's throat. Sally tries to drink it slowly, but Billy 
fills her glass quickly each time it gets below a certain level. Sally doesn't 
even realize that Billy's roommates have left the house. When she stands up 
to go to the bathroom, Sally finds herself dizzy and disoriented. Sally stum-
bles back to the couch. (Sure, I'll bet she didn't mean to fall so close to him.) 
She complains to Billy that she thinks the alcohol has made her dizzy, and he 
says no, it is just her imagination, and she should drink some more to get her 
mind off of it. (Anyone who falls for that one is just begging for it.) It is about 
this time that Sally realizes that the television has been turned off, the lights 
are lowered, and that there is music on the stereo. Playing it sly, Sally asks 
about the party. 
"You and me, baby. We're the party," Billy says, leaning over to Sally. 
"You mean no one else is coming?" Sally asks, pushing Billy away. 
"Oh, come on! You mean to pretend like you didn't know that this was 
why you were here?" 
"No, I didn't!" (See, what Sally really means is "Yes, yes, yes! Take me, 
Billy!") 
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"Yeah, sure." 
"Billy, don't ... " (She means, "Billy, hurry up.") 
All right, you get the idea. Sally resists, wanting to look like the scared lit-
tle virgin, but Billy is on to her, and so are we. 
Ladies, if it's going to happen to us anyway, why not have a little fun with 
it? For example, when you're out at a party, why not see how many guys you 
can flirt with before one of them refuses to stop when you say no? And next 
weekend, why not try to beat that number? You could chastise men who actu-
ally stop when you ask them to. You could have some fun and put the "date 
rape drug" into your own drink. Why not? You might as well just lie back and 
enjoy it. 
We're all just Rapo players at heart, to one degree or another. The hard 
part is just realizing that deep down, we do want it. And see, the men aren 't 
the ones who need counseling or jail time or something silly like that. It's the 
women who are the ones who are messed up. Mr. Berne says so. And remem-
ber, he's a doctor. Rapo is control! Isn't that what we want? But first we have 
to accept the error of our ways and then perfect our Rapo skills. So, whether 
you're just small potatoes and only into the first degree Rapo Kiss Off, or you 
go for the big guns and take some poor schmuck for all he's worth, you've got 
to remember the glory, the power, the gift that Mr. Berne has opened our eyes 
to. Because when it comes to women, it's just a Rapo, Rapo World. 
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Again 
Bernadette Gieser 
Bathrooms were always the hardest part. My thighs got strong from squatting over public toilets; I was an expert balancer. But even at 
home it was bad. I'd ease the wooden door closed behind me, but not all the 
way so that the latch clicked, in which case I'd have to actually touch the door-
knob to get back out, just enough so that the edge of the door stuck up from 
the doorjamb. I always tried to perform my toiletry rituals in groups of conta-
mination so I could minimize my hand washing. First I'd brush my teeth, after 
squeezing a glob of minty toothpaste from the tube and wiping it off with some 
toilet paper. I had to make sure that it was new, untouched toothpaste, that none 
of my family's toothbrush bristles had grazed the paste before it was sucked 
back into the tube. I plucked my toothbrush from the cup in the medicine cab-
inet where a handful of red, green, and blue brushes were propped against each 
other like jumbled candy canes. I was careful not to touch anyone's brush but 
my own. I could not risk contaminating their toothbrushes and having to wash 
them with soap and water. I squeezed fresh paste onto the bristles, taking care 
not to let the tip of the plastic tube touch the bristles. But just to make sure, just 
to quiet my other voice, I squeezed more toothpaste out and rewiped the tube. 
Sometimes the other voice (which was still me, but a compulsive me that 
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always pointed out the most remote possibilities of contamination to the other, 
normal me) would plant the thought in my head that more toothpaste had been 
contaminated, and I'd have to squeeze out some more, and then a little more. 
The wad of toilet paper was loaded with sticky blue paste like the squashed 
guts of some hideous bathroom bug. I knew my parents would kill me for 
wasting so much toothpaste, but the possibility of being yelled at was infi-
nitely better than the possibility that I'd contaminate the toothpaste and infect 
my whole family. 
I brushed my teeth and spat. I twisted the faucet knob, cupped my palm 
beneath the white rush of cold water and brought it to my mouth. I swished, 
spit, rinsed my toothbrush, brushed my tongue, rinsed the brush again, gar-
gled, spit, and slid the brush back into the cup. I made sure it was not touch-
ing any of the other toothbrushes. 
Then I went to the bathroom. I ripped off a few sheets of toilet paper, 
tossed them in the toilet (you never know if the person before you has acci-
dentally touched the roll), tore off some more sheets, and wiped. Then I'd 
have to wash off the toilet seat with soap and water. I always did it wrong (at 
least my other voice always raised the possibility that I did it wrong: "What if 
you missed a spot? Do it again.") and had to do it again. Sometimes my other 
voice would tell me that the toilet seat still wasn't clean, so I'd wad up some 
more toilet paper, soak it with soap and water, and wipe, wipe, wipe. Then my 
finger would graze the seat and the whole thing would be contaminated: I'd 
have to start all over again. Sometimes I washed and washed and washed and 
my voice wouldn't stop, "What if you missed a spot? Do it again. Better safe 
than sorry. It's contaminated. It's dirty. Clean it again. Clean it again. Clean it 
again," and I'd have to listen to it because I didn't know any other way to 
make the rising feeling of panic that flooded me with tingling sweat and 
dread-like vomit-stop. Sometimes I'd cry out of frustration and finally just 
wipe the seat dry and grab another wad of paper to push down the gold flush-
er handle. 
I had to wash my hands, the faucet, and my face. I always slopped the 
faucet knob with soap and water just to be sure. After soaping and rinsing my 
hands, I splashed water, soap, and then water on my face. With my eyes shut 
against the stinging soap, I groped for the towel on the bar behind me. I pulled 
the back, inside flap of the folded towel (the part I thought no one else used) 
toward my cheeks and patted. But if, when I came in, the towel looked like it 
had been used to wipe too many hands, if it looked too damp, I'd grab a clean 
one out of the cabinet, using the edge of the cabinet door and not the gold, 
knobby handle, which was always contaminated. 
I had to moisturize my face, but I kept the lotion on my bedroom dresser 
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where no one else would accidentally touch it. I eased the door open with my 
fingertips high up on the tippy-top edge of the door. (Same thing with this han-
dle; it was contaminated from everybody else touching it, and if I touched it, 
then my hands would be contaminated, and when I put lotion on my face then 
it would be contaminated. I just couldn't do it.) I walked the two feet to my 
bedroom, squirted some lotion into my palms and rubbed it into my face: fore-
head, cheeks, and eyelids first, then mouth, and lastly nose, from cleanest to 
dirtiest. Then I had to go back and wash my hands because I'd touched my 
nose, which was always contaminated, as were my feet even right after I'd 
showered. 
I washed my hands almost constantly throughout the day because they 
were the body part that touched everything that was dirty: doorknobs, clothes, 
forks, dishes, schoolbooks, shoes, money, and anything that was public, any-
thing outside my house. My hands would usually be red and dry from all the 
washing. Winter was the worst, and I'd slip my hands under the cool side of 
my pillow at night to stop the burning. I couldn't touch my face because my 
hands were dirty, and I couldn't touch my feet because my feet were dirty. I'd 
hold my hands away from my body, trying not to contaminate them with 
myself, trying not to contaminate anything else. 
I've never officially been diagnosed with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 
(OCD), but from what I've read, I would say that I do suffer it. I recently took 
the Padua Inventory (a 60-question test that indicates the presence of OCD) 
and scored a 94. The average result for unscreened groups of people (usually 
hospital employees and university students) is about 40. The average result for 
people in treatment for OCD is about 80 (Osborn 1998, 50). 
"Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is diagnosed when obsessions and com-
pulsions interfere significantly in a person's life" (Osborn 1998, 29). Many 
people are superstitious or double-check certain things, but these thoughts and 
behaviors do not significantly interfere with a person's life. OCD sufferers are 
greatly troubled by their obsessions and compulsions and do not like the havoc 
these obsessions and compulsions are wreaking in their lives. Obsessions are 
thoughts that are "intrusive, recurrent, unwanted, and inappropriate" (Osborn 
1998, 30). A compulsion is a repetitive act that is "clearly excessive and is 
performed in order to lessen the discomfort of an obsession" (Osborn 1998, 
37). 
OCD sufferers fall into two main categories: washers and checkers. Washers 
are characteristically obsessed with thoughts of germs and contamination and 
have compulsions to, for example, wash their hands repeatedly and shower for 
hours at a time. Checkers continuously doubt themselves, "Did I really tum 
off the stove? Did I really tum off the light? Did I really lock the door? Did I 
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really check the gas valve?" They have compulsions to check that they have 
actually turned off the stove, locked the door, etc. Some checkers are obsessed 
by thoughts that they will, for example, hit a pedestrian while driving or that 
they have already done so. A middle-aged OCD sufferer had to continuously 
drive back the way he had come, park along the side of the road, and search 
his car and the surrounding grass for a person he might have hit. Checkers 
often have to repeat an action a prescribed number of times (i.e., three times 
or multiples of three) or until it "feels right." 
Now I don't want you to think that people with OCD are crazy; we're not. 
We know that the behavior is ridiculous, illogical, strange. We want to stop, we 
want to make our obsessive thoughts go away, but we can't. Researchers have 
also found "structural abnormalities in the brains of people with severe OCD" 
(Osborn 1998, 180). Serotonin (a neurotransmitter) may also play a part in 
OCD. Different medications which affect serotonin have proven effective for 
many OCD sufferers. 
When I first developed symptoms of OCD around fourth or fifth grade, I 
didn't even know it was a disorder. I thought I was the only one who did the 
things I did. It all started back in 1987 when AIDS was being pumped into the 
media with supercharged panic. 
I'm lying on my back at the bottom of this pale green lake. I see the sun from 
very far away; it lights up the water like an aquarium. An alligator glides over 
me at the surface. His smooth naked belly is pale like an egg sinking into tea 
water. It slopes from his fat back legs to his pumping front ones. From under-
neath there are no dark knobby horns. There is nothing scary about him. It's like 
he's showing me his pale green secret in this place where I can't hear anything, 
where everything is in watery slow motion, where the naked curve of an alliga-
tor's belly floats silently above me like the middle of the night in summertime 
when you are ten years old. It was within such a middle that I first played at sex. 
Katie and I were best friends since I moved next door to her when I was two. 
She was a year older than I was, but for most of our child-lives we liked the 
same things: playing house, Barbies, tag, dancing in her living room. We always 
begged our moms for sleepovers, and in the summertime could usually wheedle 
our way into one every week. 
My house didn't have air-conditioning, so we pushed the living room win-
dows all the way up. Katie and I sprawled on our backs on the twin fold-out beds 
that flipped, already made, from the black vinyl couch. The couch was split in 
half so that each half had one arm, as if someone had taken a chain saw to a sofa 
bed and sliced right down the center so that instead of one big fold-out bed, two 
twin beds flipped out. 
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We'd kicked the sheets and bedspreads to the floor. The huge bladed fan 
in our attic window hummed as it sucked in warm air and shoved it through 
the house. My mom's snoring grew louder as the house grew quieter. 
Katie lay to my left, and she didn't really even say anything. It was weird 
how I knew to get up and step into the narrow space between the metal joints 
of the beds. The space was just big enough for both of my ten-year-old legs. I 
lowered my bare legs carefully so that I wouldn't whack my ankle bones 
against the metal gears of the bed frames. I was wearing a shortie pajama set. 
I slid the shorts down to just above my knees and then bunched my underpants 
to the elastic waistband of my green pajama bottoms. Katie's pajamas were 
already off and I climbed on top of her, straight-legged. My pajama bottoms 
forced my legs together as if they were sealed within mermaid flesh. I plant-
ed my palms on either side of Katie's shoulders and slowly lowered myself. 
"Put it right on," she said, and I looked down to see our vaginas. Neither 
of us had any hair down there yet, and as I slowly lowered myself on top of 
her, it was as if I were trying to guide a shining white stone into its own reflec-
tion. 
We just lay like that, pressing our parts together. I didn't really know what 
to think. Whenever we played Barbies and stripped Ken and Barbie to lay 
them on top of each other under the pink cover of the pink Barbie bed, with 
Ken's arms frozen straight up like a blue-eyed zombie, I got this tingly feel-
ing down there that made me feel funny. My parents were always open about 
sex; they always said we could talk about anything with them but made it very 
clear that they did not believe in "premarital sex." I didn't think what Katie 
and I were doing was "premarital sex" because that had to be between a boy 
and a girl. Then what was it? I didn't really know. We just lay there, me on top 
of her. We didn't really say anything, we didn't really move. And then it was 
over. I got up, pulled up my shorts and got back into bed. I dragged the cov-
ers up from the hardwood floor. I was cold. 
When I woke up the next morning, dressed, I still felt naked. My mom was 
pouring pancake batter into the iron skillet over the stove. I smelled the burnt 
batter in the kitchen before I twisted from the bed to look. It was like waking 
from a bad dream. I was just so glad to wake in a bed with the sun up, my mom 
familiar in the kitchen. But something was different. I knew something had 
happened last night, I just didn't know what to think about it. I knew it wasn't 
the kind of thing you were supposed to tell your parents, but I didn't feel real-
ly bad. I had a secret, but I didn't like to keep secrets. They made me feel sep-
arated from my mom and dad. It wasn't until later that day, when I walked 
down to Gertrude's house, that things really changed. 
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Gertrude smelled. Her house smelled. Her dog smelled. She kept plastic 
covers on her couches. She reused her ice cubes; drank a glass of iced-tea, 
sucked on the cubes and then plinked them back into the ice bin. She was a 
lonely old neighbor woman and I felt obligated to visit her. I always felt oblig-
ated, felt an immense pressure to do the right thing-the moral, honest, con-
scientious, upstanding thing. 
I was sitting on Gertrude's lap with my knees pointed toward her old tele-
vision set. We were watching one of those Dateline-type shows, and the topic 
was child molestation. Weeping parents and a gravely serious announcer were 
relating horrifying tales of children who'd been abducted, molested, stripped 
of their innocence. It was one of those secret, dirty, enticing subjects. I was 
excited by it. 
At the commercial Gertrude said to me, "If anyone ever touches you like 
that, go and tell your parents right away." 
And then I remembered last night with Katie. I felt like Katie had been 
leading me, directing me. When I woke up this morning in the twin bed with 
my pajamas back on, I still felt naked underneath. I knew something had hap-
pened, but I didn't know what to think about it. Now I knew. It was bad-bad 
touching. 
I ran home and into the kitchen where my mom was frying potato pan-
cakes. The sizzling smoke made the kitchen hazy. My mother paused to let the 
pancakes sizzle. She held the metal flipper in her raised hand. She turned her 
head and smiled her everything-is-wonderful smile at me. I saw that she didn ' t 
know. She was happy in la-la land, and the whole world was crashing down 
on my shoulders. I felt like the linoleum stretched forever between our feet. 
Suddenly my mom was very far away, and I was on the other side with this 
heavy secret in my head. 
I started getting nervous about what Katie and I had done. I didn't talk 
about it with her, and she never brought it up. In my family of six kids, I was 
the oldest daughter. I was the responsible straight-A student who was always 
"so thoughtful." Actually I just couldn't stand having something better than 
anyone else in my family. I could never eat the biggest slice of pie because I 
felt horribly sick and guilty. I always let my brothers and sisters have the best 
pieces of food and sit in the front seat of the van when we went places; I sac-
rificed my time to do the dishes because I just couldn't enjoy anything if they 
had something less than I did. 
About a year later we began having AIDS assemblies in school. Speakers 
would come and tell us that AIDS stood for Acquired Immune Deficiency 
Syndrome and that the ways you could get it were transmission of bodily flu-
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ids, intravenous drug use, or from being passed from mother to baby. The 
news carried another story: homosexuals were at the highest risk, as well as 
young people between the ages of thirteen and twenty-two. I was petrified. I 
was eleven years old now, and Katie and I had had homosexual sex. No, we 
hadn't actually stuck anything inside each other, but we'd had sex. How else 
did homosexual girls have sex? They didn't have any parts that fit together, so 
lying on top of each other must be the way they did it. It didn't occur to me 
until a couple years later that either Katie or I would have to be infected with 
HIV in order to pass it to the other person. But nobody ever told you exactly 
how HIV was passed between homosexuals. I thought there was some secret 
thing that they did that was different than sex between heterosexuals that 
resulted in HIV. I thought the very sexual act created HIV. On top of this vague 
information, I was approaching the high-risk age group: thirteen to twenty-
two. I thought it was simply your age that put you at risk. 
So now I thought I might have contracted HIV. What could I do? I 
couldn't tell my parents that Katie and I had had sex. I couldn't find the words 
to say such an embarrassing thing, and besides, then I would be tested for HIV 
and I would know for sure whether or not I was infected. I thought it was bet-
ter not to know for sure because that way you could still hope that you were 
clean. But I didn't want to take any chances. I couldn't risk infecting my fam-
ily, so I took every single precaution I thought of: I never touched doorknobs 
with my bare hands, I always inspected my fingers for cuts, I washed off the 
toilet seat after I was done. But these rituals weren't enough to keep the fear 
of being infected and of infecting my family under control. I started hearing 
my second voice. I didn't "hear voices," I heard my voice, myself, the para-
noid voice that raised every possible "What if?" until I sweated and shook out 
of frustration. This was an obsessive voice that said, "What if that person who 
just brushed against your arm had a tear in his sleeve and a cut on his elbow 
and had just picked the scab off so that it was bleeding and a speck of blood 
got on your shirt and soaked through and then entered the microscopic cut on 
your arm and infected you?" Or, "What if you're walking to school or riding 
the bus or shopping in the mall and a person who's really mad that they're 
infected with HIV seeks revenge by carrying an infected syringe with him and 
then jabs it into you?" 
I began to fear my thoughts, fear that I would think of some new "What 
if?" and then have to go through a bunch of repetitive steps to quiet the voice. 
The "What ifs?" would just leap into my head, and then I'd have to do some-
thing to make myself not feel so overwhelmed and lost, to not feel the para-
lyzing panic that caused me to sweat, that brought prickly sparkles to my eyes 
so I couldn't see. 
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One time I was walking around the block with my sister, our neighbor, and 
her beagle-mutt. 
"Jump on the square," my other voice commanded inside my head, "jump 
on this square twenty times and you won't give your mother AIDS." 
So I jumped. I looked at my feet and started hopping. Of course I did it 
wrong. It wasn't that my jumps were uneven or unequal in height, it was just 
my own voice in my own head counting, "onetwothreefour-start over," and 
I was trying to make it seem so normal: hopping on the corner. My sister 
turned back to me, "What' re you doing?" 
"Nothing," I said, still hopping. 
"Come on." 
"Just go ahead without me." I looked at my feet and kept hopping. My 
long hair fell all around my ears like I was standing under a sweaty brown 
waterfall. Hop hop hop sixteen seventeen eighteen nineteen twenty. But it 
wasn't enough. I had to do it over. My mother's life was at stake. I knew ifl 
didn't jump and just walked home, I would still find my mom cooking dinner 
in the kitchen, but what if tomorrow, or the next day, or next year I found her 
dying and it was all because I hadn't jumped twenty times on this stupid 
cement square? What's the big deal? Just do it! If doing this one little thing 
could save your mother's life, then why wouldn't you do it? Why not just be 
safe? 
A car zoomed around the comer and someone shouted, "Are you done 
yet?" I couldn't see them because of my hair, but it was as if they were talk-
ing right into my ear, as if they knew I was doing something. But how could 
they know? They didn't know I had to hop, they didn't know what it was all 
about, but they spoke right to me and they didn't care. I almost cried. I ran to 
catch up with my sister. 
I felt completely alone, especially at night. When the sun would begin to 
set, the panic would rise. I knew bedtime was coming on, and that meant being 
alone with my fears. Usually during the day I could distract myself. The 
thoughts and fears of AIDS and germs never completely went away, but they 
were quieter; I felt safer when people were awake. But I couldn't put off going 
to bed forever. Sometimes I'd sit in my bedroom doorway, listening to my par-
ents talking in the living room, and I'd tell myself to go in there, to go tell 
them, but I could never make myself get up from the hardwood floor. 
Sometimes my other voice would just obsess. My sister was already 
asleep, breathing the measured breaths of an untroubled child, snuggled 
beneath our carefully arranged stuffed animals. I knelt on the light hardwood 
floor, my knees over the edge of the crushed pink throw rug, my elbows on 
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the frilly hem of our Holly Hobbie bedspread. 
"Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily 
bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against 
us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen." 
Again. 
"Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily 
bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against 
us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen." 
Again. 
"Our Father who art-" 
Again. 
"Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Kingdom-" 
Again. 
"Our Father who art in heaven-" 
Again. 
"Our Father-" 
Again. 
"Our Father-" 
Again. 
"Our Father-" 
Again. 
Again. 
Again. 
My knees were aching and mottled red with cracker crumbs denting my 
flesh. My head ached, too. I started to sweat, hot and prickly, as I forced 
myself to begin again. Twenty "Our Fathers," twenty perfect "Our Fathers." I 
sat back on my heels. Deep breath. I lay my cheek against the bedspread, a 
stiff, stray thread pricked my skin. 
Again. 
"Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done-" 
Again. 
"Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom 
come-" 
Again. 
"Our Father who art in heaven-" 
Again. 
Eighteen more-no, twenty more. The first two didn't count, they were 
too long ago. Twenty more. 
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I'm tired. 
Twenty more. 
My head hurts. 
"Our Father-" 
Again. 
My throat hurts. 
My legs ache. 
Twenty more. 
Our Father. 
My ankles are asleep. 
Twenty more. 
Again. 
Again. 
Again. 
After about four years of obsessively washing my hands, checking, and 
worrying about contamination, I broke down. I thought revealing my secret to 
my parents would make my obsessive-compulsive behavior disappear, but it 
didn't. Telling my mom and dad that Katie and I had lain on top of each other, 
that I was afraid I had AIDS, did not bring the sense of relief I thought it 
would. I still behaved compulsively, still worried, but now I could tell my 
mom and dad about it. They were very supportive and understanding, but after 
a week of waking them in the middle of the night with my fears and questions 
and repeated pleas for reassurance, they felt I needed more help. They sug-
gested I go to a therapist. I refused. I was adamant. I thought going to a psy-
chologist meant that I had failed as a capable human being. I saw it as break-
ing down, as a weakness; I had to be strong. So I stopped telling them. I went 
back into hiding. 
Throughout high school and my beginning years of college, I was obses-
sive about staying away from people who were sick. I still washed my hands 
but now only about thirty times a day. My family rolled their eyes when I 
voiced my concerns, when I repeatedly told them to wash their hands, when I 
told them not to touch my stuff, when I wouldn't touch money or anything that 
they touched when they were sick. Sometimes my brothers and sisters would 
tease me, threatening to sit on my bed if I annoyed them. They weren't mean, 
they just had no idea what I was going through. My parents didn't, and prob-
ably still don't, realize that I have a disorder. In my big, easygoing family, they 
think my preoccupation with germs is ridiculous, that I'm too touchy and 
uptight. 
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My sister, who is four years younger than I, was the first person to suggest 
that I had OCD. She had noticed my strange behavior: not touching door-
knobs, not letting anyone sit on my bed, getting upset when they walked into 
my bedroom, washing off the phone. She told me that I alienated her when-
ever she was sick, even if it was just a cold. It's true. If anyone had any slight 
sickness, I stayed as far away as possible. If my sister was sick, I could not 
touch anything she touched. I washed off the portable phone after she used it; 
I wiped off my doorknobs if she brushed against them. Even the air was con-
taminated. I stayed as far away as possible. 
Eleven years after that summer evening, things have changed; I am much 
better than I was five years ago. Perhaps it's because I know how it all start-
ed, perhaps it's because I perform my own behavior-modification therapy. I 
tell myself I'm having an obsessive thought. I do not let myself wash my 
hands so many times. 
Some days are better than others. I feel that I'm almost in remission. If 
there is such a thing. 
The other day I overheard my nine-year-old sister telling my mom that she 
couldn't touch certain things in her bedroom because something bad might 
happen. I asked her about it. She said she hears voices, a mean one and a nice 
one, telling her to touch/not touch, pick up/not pick up certain objects. She 
thinks maybe it's God and the devil fighting in her head, or maybe it's just her-
self. I told her I hear a voice, too, and she asked, "What does your voice say?" 
I see many personality traits in my little sister that I share. She feels guilty a 
lot and never wants to hurt family members' feelings. I don't know if these are 
precursory OCD symptoms-an expert guesses that OCD is about "60 percent 
genetically caused" (Osborn 1998, 189)-but I told her that she doesn't have 
to feel guilty, that the voices are just her own voice, that I know, that I am like 
her. 
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A Dark Reflection· 
Michael Curtin 
AWP 1999 Intro Award for Creative Nonfiction 
Dad. Hell. Even looks weird on the page. Dad. 
Like a typo. 
Maybe it unnerves me after all this time-twenty-two years since his 
unsolved murder-because I never knew the experience of that word. The 
profound experience of Dad. 
Or maybe it's because I was just seven the evening he was found in the 
backseat of his tan late-model Cadillac-strangled and shot twice in the back 
of the head-and never faced the effects of his absence rippling out across 
years. Or maybe his course of action while he was alive-choosing to remain 
a nonentity in my life-touches upon all too familiar personal threads, and it's 
this which both attracts me to and repels me from him. Sifting through the 
residual tangle of feeling-anger, fear, ambivalence, curiosity, apathy, insecu-
rity-I find it impossible to embrace or condemn his memory (or lack of it). I 
used to anticipate a watershed moment where things made sense, where I 
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would know intuitively how I felt about Michael Jeremiah Curtin and how I 
felt about myself in the process. But if there's one certainty, one indelible 
mark the experience seared onto me, it's that I'm no less a contradiction than 
he was. 
My parents, Rosemary and Michael, were married in August of 1968, in a 
small civil ceremony in Chicago. By December-a brief four months-they 
were separated and I was born. (Until recently I hadn't actually done the 
math.) The divorce didn't come through until I was two, but for all intents and 
purposes that fate was sealed their wedding night when Mike heartlessly told 
my mother that he was engaged to someone else. Just marrying her to give me 
a name. In this light it seems sadly ironic that she nevertheless chose to name 
me Michael-his name-when he wasn't present at my birth and waited liter-
ally weeks before he saw his first-born. Dad. 
Jump ahead a few years: I'm living with my mother in a bohemian little 
one-bedroom apartment near Fullerton and Laramie-she sacrificing her 
youth to raise her son alone, Mike somewhere in the shadows, cloaked in a life 
of mystery. That apartment is a blur, visual shrapnel, but I've been told that 
Mike would occasionally surface to deliver his delinquent alimony. What I 
remember of those visits is fragmented at best, perhaps memory and perhaps 
just the polished stones my mind has fashioned out of rough and disparate 
shards: the man in dark colors drifting in from the door; the soft-misted sun-
light fanning out behind him; the intimate hushed tones of my mother and him 
at a table sipping coffee; my growing suspicion while I watch them that he is 
undeniably different from all other men. 
Or, later ... The evening I am five years old, curled behind the driver's 
seat of my mother's old Malibu. Rain taps on the roof and windows. We are 
waiting for him. When my mother leans over to unlock the passenger door, I 
can feel her weight shift. I sink into the seat back. There's a familiar plunk as 
she pulls the door lock up. Then her weight comes fully back and the door 
swings open, orange streetlight wedging into the car. I am going to scare him, 
I think. I tilt my head back and-flash-it's the ruddy-cheeked side of my 
father's face. He swoops down, all bustle and smile and brown hair. I duck my 
head; I try not to laugh; I listen to his voice. Not the words so much as the 
voice. My mother speaks softly and their voices merge to form a new strange 
voice, a voice that makes sense for all its strangeness. Slowly their silhouettes 
push out the orange light between them as they bend toward one another, until 
their lips are almost touching, the space between them a shared veil. Bursting 
inside, I leap from the backseat. I yell, "Boo!" And we are laughing, the three 
of us, a family, laughing. 
The older I get, the more I cling to these elusive pockets in time. I question 
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their veracity, grapple with their significance. And I find myself wishing I 
knew either way: memory or invention? Mind you, the correlation between 
these events and my adult life isn't lost on me. I'm prone to a self-destructive 
reverie. I fight tooth and nail with change. Get the hell on with it, I urge. That's 
all well and good on paper, but some fires you can't put out. 
Like June 10, 1976 ... The morning begins as we are leaving the rented 
Skokie farmhouse. The Malibu crunches spits of gravel as we tum onto Lincoln 
Avenue. My mother is distracted, eyes on the road, pulling still-warm curlers 
out of her hair. I hold the curler bag open: it's my job. She tosses them in with-
out looking, arm brushing against me. Plink, they go. Plink, plink. Houses 
parade by in an uninterrupted stream. The Malibu rattles, the radio plays Steely 
Dan, the stoplight changes to red and we grind to a halt. And there we sit, my 
mother and I, at the comer of Lincoln and Austin. A little before 8:00 A.M. on 
a Thursday. A school day. A work day. Watching the traffic pass. But before the 
light can change, the song ends and a voice comes on the radio ... 
Something, something .. . 
. . . Michael Curtin was . . . 
Why did he say my name? I want to know. That's my name. 
"No," my mother asserts plainly. "No," her chin slashes in denial. I study 
her face and suddenly feel as if I'm floating. Determined, she stabs at the 
radio. 
Again, a voice in midstream. Again, my name ... 
. . . found in his late-model Cadillac ... 
"No!" she roars, jaws clenched, face knotting. Simultaneously her fists fall 
to the dashboard. 
"Mom!" I don 't say. I don't say, "What's wrong?" 
... the chemical-company executive and part-time private investigator 
was found shot twice in the back of the ... 
And then something in her buckles and collapses. And then her fingers are 
missing the buttons. And while her face is sliding down the front of her, I can 
see it, the light in her eyes now flickering wildly, now sinking inside pools of 
mascara. "Not my Michael," her voice reels, shred into strips . 
. . . Michael J. Curtin was thirty-one ... 
"Please God-" she begs, face in her lap, as my outstretched hand stops 
just inches from her shoulder, so afraid I am that she will crumple like leaves 
or vanish like smoke . 
. . . Maywood Police speculate the brutal death of . .. 
Choking, she gasps for air. Her hands graze the steering wheel, hang sus-
pended, and we' re moving now. Yes, the car is moving and gaining speed, 
how fast it's hard to tell, but then there's a lurch and then silence, and then air, 
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nothing but windless air, as if all of it-the other cars, the oil-stained pave-
ment, the ancient summer sky-is playing on some faraway screen, a dream 
within a dream, a time without the time to be dead or alive, until the Malibu 
crashes down in a rusted riot, landing on the two-foot-high side of the gas-
station pump island. And when the metal sounds settle, there is nothing but 
that piercing wail. The human equivalent of an air raid. What I think is the 
sound of my mother dying, the sound of her soul in flames. And then she's 
dragging me out by my arm, the place where I'll later see her handprint red as 
a bum, dragging me behind her as the soles of my shoes only briefly graze the 
ground, as we run toward a phone booth at the edge of the filling station. 
Often when I recall that morning, I'm looking down from a high vantage 
point, our bodies positioned as if by some unseen hand, like two plastic pieces 
on a railway set. My small frame is locked, legs shoulder width, my bangs 
thick and brown, my thin tanned arms helpless at my sides; she, she is inside 
that phone booth, knees bolted to her chest, her sandy-frosted hair shrouding 
gray imprisoned eyes, her plastic mouth painted an oval of black after she has 
dialed all her useless numbers and slid down, the telephone dangling in front 
of her face . 
For many weeks following my father's murder, I stayed with my grand-
parents. My mother was placed on Valium and muscle relaxers. My family 
rotated a watch on her. That summer the word I kept hearing in relation to her 
was basket case. Although the gradual tum of years would reveal just how 
profoundly Mike's death affected her-how she blamed herself, how it haunt-
ed her-in the beginning there was no way of knowing the long-term effects. 
She'd call, her voice groggy over the phone, and even though I knew nothing 
of this man who had died on the radio-at the time could feel no sorrow for 
him-my pains for her cut deep. So deep that over time they would impel me 
to go back, to find out just what happened and reconstruct his death. 
A summer lullaby in hushed tones before a boy falls asleep, the last sounds 
he takes with him into dream. If I quiet the other sounds of the day, I can still 
hear my mother singing: 
Dormi, dormi, dormi .. . Goodnight and sleep tight, my love 
dormi, dormi, dormi ... Angels are watching above 
'Til the night on tiptoes steals over your windowsill 
May every bright star be friendly 
And attend thee with its love 
This little song may I send thee 
Donni, dormi, my love, goodnight. 
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Might she have sung it to me the night of June 8th, 1976? The night Mike 
was parked on Huron Street? And could she have been singing to me just shy 
of midnight, her voice unfolding itself around me, while thirty miles away 
Mike waited in his Cadillac as two figures slid silently through the surround-
ing streets of Maywood, through a June night like any other, a night when a 
mother may tuck in her son and linger for a moment in the dark, listening to 
what her head tells her heart, checking the regular rise-fall of her son's breath, 
while the decisions of the day chance to settle? Only within the last year have 
I learned that Mike called her that night, the night of his murder. "He asked 
me to meet him," my mother says, lighting a cigarette, "for coffee. Or what-
ever." Invariably she would meet him. This time she did not. 
By all accounts Mike was in the driver's seat when he felt the jerk. It must 
have come as a horrific shock, the raw snap of the four-foot nylon cord biting 
into his neck from behind, the bum of it sawing flesh. And in the terror and 
uncertainty how his whole body must have shuddered, folded, and lifted off 
the tan leather seats as the cord drew tighter; how it crushed his air passage 
even as he fought for breath, choking and gagging but still no air-how his 
boots gouge the underside of the console, how the visor slaps his forehead, 
how the seats squeal and his cheeks purple and his body trembles and shakes. 
His hands, his own hands struggling with the cord he can't see; the adrenaline 
pumping one last thought into his deoxygenated brain: if I can get one finger 
under it. How futile those seconds. How horrible the hope of one finger under 
that cord! because one finger could mean one breath one finger one breath one 
finger one breath when suddenly his hands are pulled down! 0 Lord God! 
Someone else is in the car! A second set of hands holding his own hands, hold-
ing them down. 
As a kid I liked to stay up late. There was a pretty good chance I was still 
awake as Mike's killers undid the nylon cord from his neck and tossed it on 
the seat. And if Mike were still upright behind the wheel, his chubby chin 
would have slumped to his chest because he was dead. It was after midnight; 
as I shuffled to the bathroom to get a drink of water or brush my teeth or take 
a pee, Mike was dead. But being dead, it would be made clear, was not 
enough. 
Within moments a shot was fired at close range into the back of his head; 
the bullet split as it entered, violently splattering blood on the windshield, the 
dashboard, his gray briefcase. The assailants then dragged my father from the 
front seat to the back, leaving behind a trail of blood and gunpowder bums. 
He was then positioned face down; his head now lay on the floor behind the 
driver's seat, where a person rests his feet, and his still warm blood began 
soaking the floor mats. For good measure, another bullet was fired; it entered 
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at the base of his neck and split wide another gaping hole. Working quickly 
and knowing that at daybreak the body would be in plain view, one of the 
assailants took from Mike's change of clothes a white dress shirt and lay it 
over him to conceal his body. And there-while I slept, went to school, ate 
cookies, daydreamed-his body would continue to lie for the next eighteen to 
twenty hours, the blood flowing from the two holes in his head, thickening on 
the floor mats through a good part of Wednesday, the windows rolled fully up, 
holding in the heat, his necktie hanging from the rearview mirror ... 
In the months and years following Mike's murder, my mother and I were 
affected in vastly different ways. Even as a child-seven, eight, ten years 
old-I knew how devastated she was, and though I was sensitive to what she 
was feeling, I could not begin to comprehend the depths of her emotional 
wilderness. When she was finally well enough in August of 1976, I returned 
home from my grandparents' house. But it was clear right from the start that 
she was changed. Some nights I would wake from restless sleep to the sound 
of a windowshade slapping idly and the rasp of an ashtray being dragged 
across the kitchen table. I'd wander out of bed to find her sitting there alone, 
wrapped in her white robe in the dark, gazing out at the empty street. Only the 
fallen cast of electric light illuminated her. It shrouded the features of her face 
and gilted the edges of her robe-the hood, shoulders, her arm on the table-
as if with a pale blue dusting of snow. During those odd moments still held by 
sleep's hand, tile cold against my feet, the adult world seemed a place of great 
mystery, of unrelenting possibility and pain. And her thoughts in those private 
moments seemed as unimaginable to me as my own future adult self, and until 
I fell back asleep, I could not shake the feeling that I'd seen something impor-
tant. 
Growing up fatherless yet without any real ties to Mike, I didn't think 
about him so much as I thought about the idea of him, the idea of what hav-
ing a father meant. My thoughts turned over and over until they hardened 
inside me like a knot in a tree. My perception was such that not having a father 
made me different-lesser somehow-compared to all my boyhood friends. 
Whenever they talked about their fathers , I always felt an echo, a big empty 
room inside. We might all be in the park, sitting on baseball mitts with grass 
stains on our knees, when the conversation would inevitably tum to "Dad" sto-
ries. Fishing trips with their dads or flying remote control airplanes with their 
dads or whatever the hell it was on the dad agenda that week. And each time 
it seemed I might just as well not be there, that I was a cipher with nothing to 
say. And then someone would slip up and ask, "Hey, Mike, what about you? 
What about your ... oh, that's right." 
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The older I got, the more I pushed these uncomfortable feelings under the 
smoldering surface of things: the smoke of dreams, the smoke of unanswered 
questions, the smoke of the enigma of him. Not long after my mother returned 
to work, she went back to putting in late nights at Brunswick, overtime when-
ever she could. This was nothing new to either of us. For years she'd been sav-
ing for a down payment on a house, and now that Mike was gone she became 
even more single-minded in that purpose. Buying a house was going to make 
everything all right. Looking back, it's clear to me that her job gave her focus, 
details to push away that horrible June morning. 
She worked in administration then. To get there, we'd enter the complex 
at a glass vestibule and descend fifty or so steps, then follow an underground 
hallway about the dimensions of an el train. On and on it stretched, a dark tun-
nel of concrete lit only at its endpoints, the only living sounds our brittle steps. 
My attention was always rapt, the walk awakening my senses to an acute for-
boding that reached a fever pitch as we neared the end, where around the cor-
ner, as yet unseen, waited the stainless steel elevators. I don't know what I 
expected to see around that comer-maybe one of the drive-in movie mon-
sters we watched every Friday at the Twin, or maybe Mike, if only for my 
mom's sake. Seems to me now, though, it was just the stuff of fear: the feel-
ing that anything could happen at any moment, that the world wasn't governed 
by any rules of fair play, that anyone-my mother or myself included-could 
be dashed in a moment, insignificant. 
Up those elevators we'd go, to the bright artificial office space. While she 
worked, I'd wander the empty floors, watching the silent speed of the cars 
rushing by on the expressway below. After the janitors folded up their exten-
sion cords and vacuum cleaners, I would retreat under the desks which glit-
tered brightly along the picture windows in perfect C shapes, desks which 
became bunkers after the enemy's bombs started falling or caves once the 
tyrannosaurus rex had seen my fire. The only sounds were the recycled air 
being pushed through vents and the empty elevators continually ringing. 
Eventually I'd settle into one of the woolly chairs and just sit at a desk, star-
ing. There were scattered papers, magnetic paper-clip holders, and most of all, 
family pictures. Because every desk had a picture on it, and every picture had 
a family in it. With a dad in it. My mother's desk, of course, had only a pic-
ture of me. In one sense I was proud to occupy such an important spot, but at 
the same time it left me oddly hollow. And it made me feel hollow for her as 
well, as if we shared some badge of hardship. And so sometimes-with those 
smiling family portraits staring back at me-I would start sliding those draw-
ers open. Those shiny black drawers that opened like the toothless mouths of 
fish, showing me all they had inside. I'd steal stuff out of those desks. Little 
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stuff: folders, manila envelopes, Pink Pearl erasers. I can only figure that I was 
trying to fill up those hollow places, but whether or not I stole something did-
n't seem to alter the uneasy feeling I'd take back to my mother's floor. Across 
the long hallway I'd see her in her office, her face caverned in the circle of 
lamplight, papers strewn. What with how she arranged the papers just so, it 
seemed that she was constructing a kind of nest. I'd lie down on the thin car-
pet and fall asleep to that distant rustling sound. Next thing I knew, she would 
appear hazily above me as if I were just under the surface of water and she was 
leaning down into it to get me. She would scoop me up, wipe the sweat off the 
back of my neck, and rub the carpet wrinkles out of my cheeks. 
On the way home I'd lie in the backseat, watching the streetlights passing 
over. They entered through the rear windshield and disappeared over the roof, 
always in the same pattern: it got to where I'd know beforehand when we were 
about to tum. Sometimes she would say things-funny things or nice things 
or just what she saw out the window. "You asleep yet, cow eyes?" or "Did you 
see that stretch limo?" or "Things won' t always be like this." She said that 
more than once. Other times I would ask her a question, two or three times, 
and she wouldn't respond at all. I could sense her drifting back to that place 
where she was unreachable, and her silence on those rides would knock the 
damn wind out of me. 
Much of my confusion and ambivalence regarding my father stems from 
the unsolvable riddle that is Michael Jeremiah Curtin. I don ' t know how I 
knew it back then-perhaps just the jumble of broken ends of conversation-
but I was aware that everyone on my mother's side of the family disliked 
Mike, resented him vehemently for abandoning her when she was pregnant, 
and God knows what else. And so as his murder case went unsolved into the 
late '70s and early ' 80s, and his name continually spiraled in the newspapers, 
linked to various levels of crime and government corruption, it only fueled the 
fire. My mother, a stalwart believer that he was good-good through and 
through, the only person who'd ever made her laugh, the only man she would 
ever love-absorbed each revelatory shock as a personal affront, took every 
disparaging comment as a call to arms. Didn' t matter that he'd shattered her 
dreams of a shared life together, that he'd eventually marry the other woman 
he was simultaneously engaged to; didn' t matter that she was relegated to the 
role of mistress (which she found easier, settling for "stolen moments" as she 
called them); didn't even matter that he'd given her no choice but to raise me 
on her own. For her, it all came down to one simple truth: her Michael was 
dead and she wanted the sons of bitches who killed him to pay. 
I remember distinctly-I was ten or eleven-when the controversy (just 
who Mike was, allegations of a possible cover-up) bubbled into the press 
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again and became the subject of one of Walter Jacobson's prime-time 
"Perspectives." According to Jacobson, my father had been as crooked as the 
day is long, a man with possible mob ties, a dangerous man. My mother lashed 
out, cursed Jacobson to rot in hell, and wrote letters expressing the same view-
point to all of CBS News while raising a few valid, but unheard, points: Why 
were the police unhelpful, even belligerent? Why was his murder being left 
unsolved? Who stood to gain by it? 
Ostensibly, Mike had been a full-time office manager at the Ashland 
Chemical Company. He'd worked his way up from a stock-boy position. On 
the side, and what would ultimately prove to be his undoing, he was a private 
detective-a well-known one at that. In this capacity he was afforded the priv-
ilege of obtaining certain files within the Cook County Sheriff's Office, infor-
mation that few men were privy to, information that he used in ways that some 
would consider morally slippery. According to the newspapers, he was what 
insiders call a "court fixer," supposedly the court fixer of Cook County in the 
early and mid-seventies-the go-between in the pipeline of "deals" made 
between judges and lawyers and the defendants up on charges. It was cus-
tomary for Mike, usually in his Cadillac, to meet with these defendants-
younger dealers, usually kids in their teens and early twenties up on posses-
sion charges-and collect legal fees from them. He would then report back to 
Joseph Stillo, of Stillo and DeMeo, the lawyer for whom he worked, and the 
cases would subsequently be dropped. This was the way it worked. So was the 
nature of his hidden life: clandestine meetings with people on the edge of a 
conviction or hard time or something else, desperate people, dangerous peo-
ple. And each time one of these meetings was conducted Mike would note all 
the particulars: names, dates, offenses, dollar amounts, etc., in any number of 
pocket notebooks that he detailed. Over the years the precise number of these 
notebooks once in existence has been widely debated-from one to three to 
eight or more. At present, I am told that any remaining evidence has been 
moved from the Cook County Sheriff's Office to Internal Affairs, where "few 
people can get to it." I laugh inwardly when I hear this because it's easy to 
believe in conspiracies if you are my mother or myself. Because the main rea-
son his killer was never found is precisely because someone did get to those 
notebooks-most certainly they did. 
During the initial investigation following the murder, Maywood police 
officers on the scene-detectives Willard Jackson and Royce Johnson-noted 
that the most fascinating piece of evidence was a tiny black notebook tucked 
into Mike's shirt pocket. According to a sheriff's report, it listed "names and 
phone numbers of various judges, state's attorneys and police officers, with 
dollar amounts next to their names." One of the detectives went on to say, "We 
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were going to build our whole case around that piece of evidence." However, 
when the two Maywood officers showed up the next morning to investigate 
the case further, they could not believe their own eyes: high-ranking Chicago 
police officers, then-Deputy Chief Quagliano and Lieutenant James Keating, 
were carting off all of Mike's belongings. And that-letting Chicago police 
intervene, history would bear-would prove to undo any hope of finding his 
killer. Twenty-one years and three administrations later, the botched investi-
gation and "disappearance" of key evidence remain a source of controversy 
within the department, an investigation which, if you can get someone to talk 
about it, is still described as "ongoing." For these reasons, part of me is still 
seven years old, still standing in my Catholic schoolboy outfit, my mother in 
that phone booth, while thirty miles away, in a southern section of Cook 
County, a deception is set in motion. While somewhere in Cook County, the 
two bullets found in my father's neck and head are changing hands, discard-
ed, never to be found. While somewhere in Cook County, the tiny black note-
book found tucked in his shirt pocket is changing hands, discarded, never to 
be found ... 
All these years gone by and it's still the odd detail that sticks with me. The 
insignificant and the obscure. Such as that necktie found hanging on his rear-
view mirror. Or the fact that he was wearing boots in the middle of summer. 
Or the fact that seventy-one dollars was found in his pants pockets but not a 
cent in his wallet. I, too, keep all my cash in my pockets. My mother says that 
we both stand the same, like penguins with our feet pointed out. My father's 
feet were what the off-duty officer saw when he looked in the Cadillac that 
morning, his feet sticking out from his starched white shirt. Sometimes I stop 
myself in the middle of gathering these needling details, these shadows in the 
dark, and it hits me full force: Why is it so important that I know the color of 
that tie? Why does it matter to me what he was wearing? Will that change the 
type of person he was? Why does it trouble me more now than it ever has 
before? 
Aside from odd similarities and murder details, however, I know I'm most 
interested in who he was. I want to understand his motivations, why he did 
what he did. In my late teens and early twenties, I didn't give Mike so much 
as a thought; or I should say, I tried like hell not to think about him. I'm 
through with all that, I told myself. But in truth I hadn't even started, hadn't 
even begun to search for my father ... in myself. From old sepia-tinged news-
paper clippings and family pictures, I've locked onto the burning image of my 
father's face, have it recall-ready at any moment: the thin sparse mustache, the 
even thinner upper lip, the haunted walnut-brown eyes. Cool and furtive and 
Michael Curtin 181 
distrustful, I've seen those eyes many times in my own incriminating reflec-
tion, as have others: 
"Why do you run so hot and cold?" 
"I never know where I stand with you." 
"You have these camouflage eyes." 
I think about what my mother once wrote to me, after I broke off my one 
and only engagement: "Mike never was a forever kind of guy." Am I to infer 
that because I continually shed strong emotional attachments that I'm more 
like him than I would care to admit? 
People often ask me about Mike, but as soon as I start to talk I recoil. 
Because it's not them I want to talk to, it's him. It's him I want to ask, Where 
the fuck were you all that time? Why did you leave us? How could you have 
been such a selfish bastard? What was so goddamn important, more important 
than your only son? You had seven-count 'em-seven years to be a father, 
and you passed on every one of them. I could have known you. I could have 
at least mourned the loss of you. When I was two and gashed my eyebrow 
open on an end table, where were you? When I had scarlet fever, a tempera-
ture of one hundred and five, and was hallucinating, my teeth turning every 
rainbow shade, where were you? During first steps and first words, my first 
day of school and my first baseball game, my first hot-fudge sundae and my 
first Holy Communion, just where the hell were you? 
Whether or not Michael Jeremiah Curtin was, in the simplest terms, a 
good man is not for me to say. Maybe the passage of time makes good men 
better and bad men worse. I don't know. Maybe the truth lies somewhere in 
between all the simultaneous realities: 
"Your mother's never really known someone to care for her, and I blame 
it all on your father because the way he did it was cruel." 
"Mike had a big heart, a generous and kind heart. He loved people, young 
and old, rich and poor. He met them all with the same level of respect. He 
made some mistakes, but unlike most of us, when he made them, he tried to 
make up for them the best he could." 
"I felt bad that he didn't keep in touch with you, but he probably figured 
that it was best for you. I don't think it was because he didn't care about you." 
"I remember him as very withdrawn, emotionally cool. I would say hi to 
him and he would act like I wasn't even there." 
"Everybody liked him. What wasn't to like?" 
And what do I say? What do I think? Where do I stand? 
Recently I visited Mike's grave site at St. Joseph's Cemetery in River 
Forest, Illinois. First time in fifteen years. Heading south down Cumberland 
Avenue, past the modest brick A-frames and the generous parcels of forest 
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preserve awash in fall color, I could feel a quickening inside me, a rush of old 
pains and new hopes. I'd begun to build a bridge over years of forced indif-
ference, become more aware of the shape of love and what malforms in the 
absence of it. I think that in his personal life, as in my own, Mike underesti-
mated the shape, the weight of love, and the responsibilities which relation-
ships entail. The certain care they demand. He ran roughshod over those 
responsibilities, over the people closest to him. I'm only learning, but it seems 
you can be quite alive and still be just as absent as a dead man for the people 
who need and love you. 
This is what I'm thinking about. 
I pulled into the cemetery very aware of the moment; it had a scripted, cin-
ematic quality. My path twisted through stands of towering oaks, many giving 
up their leaves in cascades of russet and gold. I stopped just short of a mau-
soleum and stepped out of the car. I walked up the banked grass, cutting across 
a few rows of markers set into the ground, feeling the pull of my vision down 
to the names. The closer I got, the more I could feel an acceleration inside me, 
the blood rushing at my ears and temples, my heart banging inside my chest. 
And then I come to the shade tree that finally told me to look down. I see his 
middle name first: JEREMIAH. 
MICHAEL JEREMIAH CURTIN 
Feb. 10, 1945 - June 8, 1976 
BELOVED HUSBAND 
The outline of a dove, edges of lawn growing over the marble stone, some 
of the etched letters filled with yellowed grass. You have grass all over you, I 
hear my mother say again, C'mon, Michael, help me clean him. And I help her 
clean him. And I sit alongside her. And I listen to her cry. Fifteen years? In 
some ways another life. Now I bend over and brush off a few scattered leaves. 
With my palm I wipe it clean of tiny twigs and autumn dust. I push back the 
edges of the grass. There Mom, I think. There Mom, he's clean. 
And I'm left to wonder whether any of us really knows another individ-
ual? Can any of us ever truly know? We are, I decide, by turns generous or 
self-serving, kindhearted or heartless, ignorant or open-minded, loving or 
cold. No one can make the choice for us. 
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Reece.com 
Kevin Higdon 
It was stunningly simple. As a matter of fact, they came to me. But tonight was my idea. The Cheerleader Slumber Party. How many fuck-
ing emails I get about cheerleaders I'll never be able to count. Sarne shit that 
every guy's dreamed about. All those fine-looking little girls with their pleat-
ed skirts flashing painfully brief glimpses of the color-coordinated underpants 
underneath. We've all been there, and we all wanted to be the guy that lifted 
and pulled and peeled that shit off them after the game. I know, because I get 
emails from damn near every man in every hemisphere on the globe. 
"Give me two cheerleaders licking each other's snatch." 
"I want a high-school slumber party. Cheerleaders poking each other with 
dildos." 
"You remind me of this girl I knew in high school. She was a cheerleader, 
and she was always going with this jock asshole. And I wanted to be the one. 
I wanted to be the one." 
See, they say "you" because they think they're writing to "Reece." That's 
Shelby's online name. It's her web site. Or it's dedicated to her, anyway. 
"Ravaging Reece" it's called. Hooked it up about six months ago and started 
to make some cash instantly. Not that that's why Shelby does it, regardless of 
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what she says. I had her hooked on the idea before she even knew what I was 
getting at. 
I came up with the whole thing on a flat-out gorgeous spring day. She's 
rolling around on my CRX that's parked in the woods over by Comalara Park. 
I asked her to wear the overalls. They're mine, but I let her wear them all the 
time because she looks so fucking amazing in them. I ask her to take her T-
shirt off so the sides of her breasts are bulging out from around the chest flap. 
Fucking amazing. And she's stretching herself out on top of the Honda, arms 
over her head, tits falling out from under the denim, and I've got the Nikon 
out, and I'm blazing away like Jimmy fucking Olsen. And she's laughing that 
laugh of hers, the one when she's nervous but loving it, like a hand-job-under-
the-dinner-table laugh. She's laughing and smiling, but I don't look too much 
at the smile. It distracts me. Don't get me wrong, it's beautiful. So beautiful. 
She just looks so young when she smiles, naive. Like she wants to open her-
self wide up and take the whole world inside. I don't know anybody that 
smiles like that, besides her. Because everybody else knows that about the last 
thing you want inside of you is the world. So I guess it makes me sad to see 
her smile like that. Anyway, it's distracting. 
But it's easier to take through the viewfinder, so I stay behind that most of 
the time, snapping away, and the auto-wind is whirring and she just laughs and 
rolls on her side and giggles when her tits fall out and keeps asking me, "Is 
this all right? Is this what you want?" 
"Perfect, sugar. Perfect." 
And I suggest how hot it would be if she just let the chest flap of the over-
alls fall; let me see it all. But she laughs and squeals defensively. No way. She 
couldn't do that. And she's still right there on the car, and I'm still shooting 
pictures but I'm chasing her, know what I mean? I'm chasing her like she used 
to chase boys in elementary school when she and her friends shared Lip 
Smacker and played Kiss 'em and Ditch 'em during lunch break. And the guys 
would run like lunatics because the want to be kissed was so huge and fright-
ening and giddy, it was all they could do to just sprint from it. But little boys 
are caught all the time, and so is Shelby. 
"OK, but just one side, all right?" 
"Just one side," I agree. "That's perfect. It's what you don't see that kills 
you." 
And she laughs and reaches up with both hands to unhook the metal eye 
of the strap from around its button. I keep taking pictures even though she's 
not posing. Or maybe because she's not posing. I don't know. But she looks 
like some kind of glowing thing, skin lit up by the sunshine dodging the 
branches and new leaves to make it all the way down to us. And she's all 
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absorbed in unhooking the strap, and she's got this look of concentration on 
her face, and I can see glimpses of it through the stripes of blond that have fall-
en out of her ponytail. And I realize why strippers never did it for me. They're 
always looking at you, dipping their chins down and giving you the sex glare 
from under arched eyebrows. It's bullshit. And I understand voyeurs, because 
trying to look sexy is not sexy; it's annoying. A woman who doesn't know 
she's being watched, or maybe some task like unhooking the strap on overalls 
has forced her to ignore the fact; that's the real deal. 
Tracey, now she's full of shit. She's a girl that shows up on "Ravaging 
Reece" every once in a while. But I don't use her much because she always 
does this thing where she puts one of her fingers between her teeth and tries 
to look all innocent. I don't know what rap video she got that one from, but 
it's bullshit. I figured she would get the point once she noticed that I never 
used those shots on the web site, but no. She still does the finger thing and 
winds up looking like she's got a straw in her mouth. 
But Shelby's got the strap unhooked now, and she's looking into the cam-
era again and smiling, but she hasn't let the flap drop yet. So I keep shooting 
and move around to the fender and pull the auto zoom out a bit so the smile 
isn't as big in the viewfinder. 
"Well," I ask, "what about it? We had a deal." 
"I know," she giggles. "But I'm embarrassed." 
I pull the camera away from my face and check the film counter. Two 
shots left. I get a couple of her there on the car with her arm crossed over so 
she can hold up the flap, and then I hit the rewind button, pulling another roll 
of film out of my pocket. 
"Hey now," I say, chiding a little, "not like this is the first time." 
"I know." She's not smiling now. I almost feel bad because I think maybe 
I made her ashamed of herself for being embarrassed. She says, "But we're 
outside. We haven't done this outside. What if somebody comes by?" She 
drops the flap briefly to make her point, and I get a glimpse of her right nip-
ple as she calls out to some imaginary Peeping Tom hiding in the bushes. 
"Hey, everybody! Check me out! Whoo!" She quickly covers herself and 
laughs, blushing. 
The move has sent sparks spritzing back and forth in my chest, and I laugh 
with her as the film finishes rewinding. I pull it out, pocketing the canister. 
Dropping the new one in and letting the camera do its thing, I step up to 
Shelby, wanting to be close and in the eyes with this one. 
"Yeah," I say, "we're outside. But isn't that the coolest part about it? What 
if somebody comes by? And they see you here, looking so hot, so fucking 
sexy." 
186 Hair Trigger 22 
I run a finger down the front of the overalls and back up her neck, and I 
realize that I'm not bullshitting. Because she does. She looks so smooth, like 
marble in a museum that you want to touch because there's no way it could be 
as smooth as your eyes are telling you. In those overalls, in my overalls, with 
skin pushing out everywhere it can, she looks smooth and barely contained. 
"So sexy," I say. "Naked and outside." 
And her lips are turned up to me, and I'm so close I can see the tiny lines 
in the plushness of them. We kiss, and I feel her rise up to me and I want her, 
bad. But it hits me. Right then, while our mouths and tongues coil around each 
other, it hits me. Other people. How many other people would want to see 
this? People who would never have the chance because they can't talk, they 
can't move the moment into something like this, with a girl like Shelby, who's 
everywhere in the world but never without her clothes, naked now and posing 
at their request. And I realize right then, with my hand pressed against the 
back of her neck and holding her to my mouth, with the camera hanging from 
the neck strap, that I have something everybody wants. Something that with 
these pictures I have the power to give. Control. And you'd be amazed at how 
many people are willing to pay good money for just a little bit of control. 
If you think I'm lying, you should know that after the first week, 
"Ravaging Reece" had seventeen members. After the first month, we were up 
to three hundred. And here we are five months after that with seven thousand 
forty-two, and the word is getting out. And there's no demographic, there's no 
average age or occupation or marital status or race or even sex, because the 
ratio of male to female members is about three to one, tops. There's only 
money and specific lusts that bombard us in equal measure every month. 
I read the emails. Takes me about three hours a day, but I read them. The 
lawyers, the grocery store managers, the struggling actors and models, the 
brokers and professional gamblers and teachers, all of them have something 
they want to see, and every one of them pays $7.95 a month in the hope that 
we'll get around to letting them see it. And if it's a reasonable request, we will 
do our best. But a lot of them aren't reasonable. And that's why I don't let 
Shelby read the emails anymore. 
See, early on I fucked up. I guess I figured it would help her confidence 
to read some of the praise she was getting. And yes, I thought it might make 
my job easier, might make her more willing to get a little crazy. But some psy-
copath son-of-a-bitch motherfucker sent her a note about blood and all she 
wanted to do was hide. And I don't fucking blame her. 
The site had been up for about three weeks, and checking the email when 
I came home from the club had become a ritual, reading the reviews and thank 
yous and suggestions and all that. It was cool for me, after dealing with all 
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those snob-assed richy types all day, to read the sniveling little "pretty pleas-
es" that, for all I knew, had been written by the same impotent bone-bags that 
groused around the country club. 
Well, Shelby still didn't believe that this thing was going to fly. We hadn't 
really made the money I had predicted when I was selling her on the idea of 
the web site. But I still believed in it wholeheartedly because I was privy to 
some shit she wasn't. Namely, the emails. And one thing that had met its 
potential was the level of praise I knew-fucking knew-she would get. 
"Hey, Shel," I called to her from the desk, my cigarette smoke glowing all 
righteous and shit in the glow of the monitor. "Remember how you said that 
if anybody saw you naked on the Internet they'd run screaming?" 
She stepped timidly out of the bedroom where she'd been getting ready for 
the night shift at the bar. "I said they would think they'd hit the Clive Barker 
home page." 
She was always saying shit like that. Trashing her own body, like guys 
would have to be high or out of Hustler magazines to think she was hot. And 
I'd fuck with her about it. Like the first time she let me take a shot from behind 
her when she was on all fours and naked-tossing her hair and looking at me 
from over her own shoulder blade, saying, "My ass is going to look huge." 
And I say, "Hold on, let me zoom in. OK, now it looks huge." And she grabs 
a pillow and flings it at me. "Don't you fucking dare." And I damn near drop 
the camera, I'm laughing so hard when she wiggles her bare ass at me and 
says, "Save the whales!" But this time I wasn't fucking with her. Yes, I told 
her a million times she was hot, but now I figured she ought to hear it from 
somebody else. Maybe give me a little credibility. 
"Well, whatever," I said, motioning at the monitor where one of the newer 
emails waited beaming. "You probably ought to take a look at this." 
"What," she replied nervously, "is it a subpoena for indecent exposure?" 
She came closer. "Attempted manslaughter is more like it." 
"They don't give subpoenas through the Internet," I said. "Just take a 
look." 
She came around my back and fixed her blouse before looking at the 
screen. "They would if they didn't want to see me in person." 
My smile grew. "Well, it looks like there's quite a few people who would 
very much like to see you in person. Read." 
She gave me a quick, OK-here-we-go glance and started reading. I 
watched her face as she did, wanting to witness every nuance of her reaction, 
because this guy, the guy who had written the letter, had really cut loose. I 
mean, it was tame in the sexual way, quite a bit so compared to the porn some 
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of these jag-offs could write. But he hadn't skimped on the compliments. Went 
on and on about how she was what God had intended, and he knew it because 
she was straight out of Renaissance paintings made when they said the artists 
had been touched by Jehovah Himself, blah blah blah. And every once in a 
while Shelby would look at me in disbelief, and I just kept smiling because I 
knew my point was being made. 
When she was done she grinned bashfully. "You wrote it," she said. 
"What?" I burst, damn near yelling. "No I didn't. Swear to God." 
"Well then, the guy needs glasses." Shelby walked around the chair and 
headed back to the bedroom. She was acting like it was nothing, like the guy 
was a loon, but I could hear the smile creeping in and curving her words of 
dismissal into something like shy gratitude. 
"Oh, yeah," I called after her. "Well, I guess there's quite a few people out 
there that need 'em too. Come back here a minute and I'll prove it." 
Which was where I fucked up. Because she did come back. Shelby with 
her low opinion of her body had almost flat-out dared me to prove her wrong. 
And when that was added to the hot-chocolate feeling I got watching her read 
the email, I was tripping over myself to give her more. Which meant I wasn't 
screening anything, reading it first to make sure there wasn't any perverted 
shit in there like "I want to smell your pussy" or "You remind me of my 
daughter." And that wasn't even the worst of it, but it would have been enough 
to give her the creeps. What she did wind up reading did a hell of a lot worse. 
I lucked out with the first few letters I clicked on. More of what the first 
one said. "Loved the swimming in the creek thing." "The tuxedo pictorial was 
fresh and erotic and powerful. Thank you, Reece!" But then we hit it. I mean 
fucking nailed it, boy. And we read it together, the whole thing. Because when 
my hand jumped to the mouse after the first two lines, Shelby grabbed my 
wrist and held it, and I don't think I've ever felt a grip like that before or since. 
And when I looked up at her I don't know what jarred me more, the clamp of 
her hand or the look on her face. Eyes wide as fifty-cent pieces and her jaw 
clenched like she was getting a dislocated leg reset without anesthetic, she 
held me, forcing me to let her read every word. 
Reece, 
You've got to get the fuck out of my head before I come slicing up that 
pearly white skin of yours. I've got somebody else, and she knows I've found 
you. And she's afraid of what I'm going to do to her when I finally decide I 
want you more. Her skin is like yours, more white than tan, and fuck if it 
doesn't split open like a dream. I take the blade to it almost every night, and 
she sits beneath the bulb in the garage, her wrists wrapped in mountaineer's 
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rope, and I make the stripes on her. Tiny, tiny, tiny red gashes that look like 
tally marks. And I step back and just look, and it moves me to see her. Moves 
me to the core. And I swear, you can't tell if the blood came from inside her, 
like maybe it was painted on her skin. It's like that optical illusion that's either 
a chalice or two faces about to kiss, depending on how you focus. Reece, I 
want to find you, and I want to know how your skin splits. And you'll love it. 
You'll love it the way she loves it. You should hear the way she mewls like a 
kitten when she watches the blade slide across her forearms. You should see 
the way she twists in the chair, pulls at the ropes. But she doesn't really want 
out. Maybe she did at first, but not anymore. You'd be the same way, I know 
it. Let's find each other, Reece. 
Shelby let go of me and walked away from the computer, dazed. My head 
felt thick and electric, like a transformer on a power pole, humming but oth-
erwise just as mute. I couldn't think of anything to say, but I knew I had to say 
something. And it was getting even harder to think because I was pissed. 
Anger on top of anger with every sentence I had read, and the layering hadn't 
stopped when I turned away from the monitor. It was like the letter went on in 
my head, and each line added another coat of sediment to the crust of rock that 
buried me. Until I finally snapped under the weight. 
"Fucking lunatic motherfucker," I shouted, shoving myself away from the 
desk. Shelby had retreated to the bedroom, and I stood to follow her. "Shelby, 
the guy's a head case. Fuck him." 
Before I reached the doorway, Shelby exploded through it, and whatever 
I was going to say got smothered by her rage. 
"Yes, Brian," she spewed. "He is a fucking head case. And that's the whole 
goddamned PROBLEM!" 
She was shaking to the point of convulsions, and I didn't know whether to 
hold her or hit the deck. 
"He's a fucking lunatic who wants to slice me up and who the fuck knows 
what else." She spun and went back into the bedroom. "Goddammit, do I have 
to explain this to you?" 
I followed her and watched as she paced frantically at the foot of the bed, 
hand over her mouth, face pinched. 
My own anger forgotten for a moment, I tried to keep my voice low, reas-
suring. "Shelby" was all I got out before she stopped in midstep and screamed 
out the biggest part of the whole thing. 
"What if he knows who I am, Brian?" 
"Hey, hey, hey." I came at her around the bed and took her shoulders in 
my hands. "He doesn't know shit, hon. He doesn't know you or where ... " 
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Shelby flung me away from her. "BULLSHIT! He might. He might know 
exactly who I am. Or he might know how to find out. Fuck! I'm not doing this 
anymore, Brian. Fuck this. I'm done." 
It came out of me before I knew what I was saying. "Now hold the fuck 
on. We are going to calm down a minute and think about this." 
"Think about what!" she cried. "You read that thing. I'm not going to hang 
out there like bait for some fucking whacko." 
And everything had shifted in me. I was still pissed, but now I was pissed 
at her, pissed at the panic and angry at myself for being so clumsy with her, 
letting her read the mail before I was sure she was ready for it. I hadn't pre-
pared her for what was out there. And if there was any other way to do it, I 
would have jumped on it. But as it stood, she had pushed me into letting her 
have it right then and there. 
"Christ!" I shouted, "you think this is the worst that's out there? Shelby, 
this is nothing. Every night I check out the competition, and invariably I'm led 
to some of the sickest shit I've ever seen. Girls who are twelve fucking years 
old, at most. Guys pissing on her. Little boys. Fucking zebras, Shelby. You 
ever seen a zebra cum? Well, I have. God fucking love me, I've seen it. All 
over some chick who's lying in the dirt between its legs." 
Shelby had stopped moving, and she stared at me, mouth open like she'd 
forgotten she had one. And I went on. She was going to get the goddamned 
point. 
"And as far as 'mountaineer's rope' goes, I'm surprised this guy is so gen-
tle. Wait 'til you see the chick tied up with fishing wire, spread-eagle in the 
doorway. You should see all the shit they've got clamped to her skin." 
And suddenly I didn't know what I was trying to say. I didn't know what 
I wanted to tell her, what I was accomplishing with this tirade. Because, hon-
estly, everything I'd been saying in order to convince her to stay online, now 
sounded to me like reasons to get the fuck off. 
I shut up, confused with myself and not knowing how to fix it. And Shelby 
just stood there, her hands on her elbows like she was hugging herself. And 
maybe for an instant, I wished we were back in the woods, when it was just 
her and me, the camera, and a whole shitload of pictures just the two of us 
could laugh at. 
I guess Shelby was thinking the same thing because, before she snatched 
her purse and careened out the door, she said, "I'm done, Brian. No more." 
And she was gone. 
I barely looked up when she said it, barely noticed when she left. I was too 
busy realizing something. I hadn't known that what I had seen online had 
reached that deep. But now I saw it clearly. It was as though every picture I'd 
Kevin Higdon 191 
seen had twisted something inside just a little more, like a rag being wrung 
dry. Another Teen Asian Gang-Bang, another twist, another boy with cum 
across his cheeks, another twist. And I wondered if whatever it was would one 
day be coiled too tight to twist any more, and all the moisture would be gone. 
Dry and wound tight enough to rip. 
I don't know why I kept going after that. Maybe it's because even with the 
email we felt isolated, unreachable. It became easy to tell myself that this guy 
didn't know her. Hell, that had been one of the reasons I'd been so pissed. He 
wasn't the one who'd carried her up the stairs after she'd had her wisdom teeth 
taken out, her face puffy as she swam in and out of consciousness. He hadn't 
seen her the day I was laid up with alcohol poisoning so bad I couldn't even 
eat ice, and she stayed on the bed with me, sitting against the headboard while 
I whined and moaned with my head in her lap like a little kid. It sounds so 
ridiculous and small, but maybe that's the whole thing. The day-to-day diffi-
culties that made it strange to think there were people who knew Shelby only 
as a girl named Reece. A girl who updated her site every two weeks with new 
shots of her legs spread open. They didn't know about the other shit, and 
therefore could never touch her. I guess that's why it was easy for me to keep 
going. 
That and the fact that I'd convinced myself I was different. I wasn't some 
son-of-a-bitch ex-boyfriend who, as an act of revenge after the breakup, dug 
out the Polaroids he and his ex took one night playing around in the basement, 
scanned them, and posted a site. I wasn't the middle-aged rich guy who'd 
promised to make some eighteen-year-old runaway a star and then got her 
doped up so the boys from the health club could all take a whack at her on 
camera. I wasn't the guy broadcasting a net stream twenty-four hours a day 
from a hidden camera in the air vent of some locker room, or maybe the tan-
ning salon, or the dressing room at a lingerie store in Tulsa. 
Shelby knew exactly what was going on. She always did. And she was the 
one who came to me that day about two weeks after the email and asked if 
there had been any more requests for pictorials. I think I was trying to fix one 
of the couch legs or something, and I just stared up at her from where I sat on 
the family-room floor, screwdriver in my lap and a look on my face like she'd 
just spoken in Hebrew. 
So that night she gets herself off on camera for the first time. And it's a 
different kind of nervous. Serious, unsure, maybe a little scared. And at first I 
have to talk to her more than I ever have before, and we both know we have 
to get over something, that fucking email. But we're working together, and 
I'm talking her through it, through the first slide of her hand over her panties, 
a quick down-up motion, and she brings it back up to her breasts. And her eyes 
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cut through the glaze of the viewfinder, her lips part a little. She needs reas-
surance, and I hear myself say, "That's it. God, Shelby. Jesus." I hear myself 
whispering the things that sound ridiculous in daylight, outside these walls. 
Things that are the punch lines for dirty jokes because no one wants to admit 
that they could lose control of themselves so easily. 
And her hand slides down her stomach again, this time lingering between 
her thighs, bent at the knuckles. Hand pausing as though orienting itself, and 
then beginning the slow cyclic rotation. And I glide around the bed, letting the 
lens lead me, and I see flesh moving under her fingers, under the strip of blue 
sky satin that falls from beneath her palm to the mattress, the dividing line 
between the sand-colored cones of her thighs. See the skin moving under 
there, pliable and shifting beneath the push of her fingers, riveting and mad-
dening like bodies moving under a shroud. 
And over and over again I say, "Jesus, Shelby. That's it. That's it." I can't 
think of anything else to say because of the cord that's shaking inside of me. 
Like a steel cable running from the bottom of my guts through my chest, shud-
dering from the base up, like a power line struck with a hammer. More and 
more pictures, and I almost forget what I'm doing and why I'm doing it and 
when I remember; it seems so futile and detached that I almost toss the cam-
era away right then. 
But I stick with it, and Shelby slides her hands under her panties. The fab-
ric shifting as she increases the speed of her revolutions, the mining motion of 
her hand. But I want more. I want to see more, want to see everything that 
happens as she coaxes whatever it is to the surface, brings it forward with that 
gesture, like beckoning, over and over and over. 
But I won't say anything now because now we're in the thick of it. I would 
destroy the moment, and I realize that if I want to see it, I' 11 have to put the 
camera down. I'll have to go to the bed, to her, and let myself be sucked into 
the whirlpool created by the circling of her fingers. And I stand for a moment, 
camera held at my chest, lens cradled in my palm, and I watch her as her hips 
begin to rise from the mattress, up and back down, up and back down, counter-
point rhythm to her hand. And my mouth moves to say something but stops. 
Because I know that I don't need to say anything. Shelby's beyond me now, 
beyond my breathy little reassurances. She doesn't need me to say anything 
anymore; she doesn' t need me. 
I put the camera on the dresser and went to her, sliding across the bed on 
my knees, lifting her back onto my lap as she reached up with her free hand 
to grip my shoulder. She closed her knees long enough for me to pull her 
panties down her legs, and when they parted again I put my hand on hers. No 
pressure, just letting the palm ride the waves of her knuckles, for once the feel 
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of what she was doing more powerful than that of what she was touching. And 
we stayed there, her lying nude across my lap and me, fully clothed, cradling 
her as she finished, her hips lifting and locking, her feet flat on the mattress, 
pushing her body up as her fingers dug into my shoulder and pulled, pulled 
hard, like she wanted to tear off my arm. Her other hand continued circling, 
and her voice squealed high and thin and tight and pushed like something 
huge, as big as a meteor, was being forced through the pinhole of her voice 
box. 
I didn't say anything. Just watched her and held her as her body liquified 
in my arms. And for the moment, I knew we must have looked like those war 
photos where the one soldier holds a wounded friend in his arms. And I swear 
to God, I almost felt that reverent about it. We had made it through the blood 
letter, we could make it through anything. And soon we were back into the 
swing of things, me checking the email, Shelby asking for ideas. Both of us 
easily, comfortably, forgetting about the whacko and his blade. 
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Here's What's Cooking 
Sara M. Sheridan 
Iwas glad when he started crying, not to be mean, but it was like he had it coming. Not to imply HE was responsible in any way for the way 
things were in Botswana or with men. In fact things couldn't have happened 
the way they did if he hadn't been a fairly open-minded sort of person, the 
kind of guy who would ask the only native English speaker he knew to coach 
him to pass the language exam, his second time around. Especially when that 
English speaker was me, a tall, skinny, angular, lives-on-her-own (in the vil-
lage!) lekgowa. A white female foreigner built bigger than a lot of the grown 
men in the southern African nation of Botswana and especially overbearing 
and domineering to the quiet, gentle, and suspicious folks of Bobonong vil-
lage off the southeastern side of the Kalahari Desert. No, it definitely wasn't 
his fault things were that way, and truth be told, by the time our paths crossed 
I was already indoctrinated, or as some would say, acculturated: I never left 
the house in anything but a long flowing skirt, I seldom revealed arm above 
the elbow, I covered my hair with a scarf when traveling, and otherwise kept 
it tied back in tails and braids. I behaved, except for the unruly, hard-to-hide, 
glow-in-the-dark skin tone, like a proper Setswana woman. I greeted my 
elders and averted my eyes before Boitumelo ever asked me to help him with 
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English, before the gossip about us had started in the village and long before 
the day he came over to have supper at my house. 
On that day the meat had been steeping and simmering since I got home. 
So, for two hours the tough remnants of the Boikhutso's meat from last 
Tuesday's slaughter, cut across the grain as usual, had been softening up. 
Lucky to get meat at all, especially beef, I was glad to do the slow cook to 
make it edible-it being still a week before month's end; the wide, dusty vil-
lage is without money until payday. Payday equals month's end. That's when 
the Limpopo Bar will be filled with the old uncles and subsistence farmers in 
from the lands. That's when the scattered villagers will come in to the center 
and line up to withdraw from post-office savings accounts. That's when peo-
ple will have money for buying meat, and when the butchery will slaughter a 
beast, hanging the bull facing downwards to drain into the soil, out in back of 
the Boikhutso shop, hacking it into big, blood-running chunks and tossing it 
into a wheelbarrow which rolls in to the shop and is emptied into the village 's 
only freezer. 
I am trying, rather seriously, to recreate Grandma Mary's stew with this 
little beef I have, this week before month's end-Botswana would surprise my 
grandmother as a venue for her old shanty-Irish dish, I am certain. I have the 
red wine the recipe recommends (and there's a story behind that acquisition), 
and I'm nipping at it, it being such a luxury. The sun blazes against the corru-
gated steel roof over my head, the wind whips the dusty, fraying, desert winds 
of August all around my bare-dust yard, all around my yellow square house 
with its big shade tree, sitting amidst the dozens of earth-toned houses with 
thatched roofs visible front and back in all directions. My little square yellow 
house suits me, a little western, a little bigger than the others, as much an odd-
ity here as I am. My dinner guests will not arrive for some few minutes yet. I 
hum. 
As my meat mulls in the wine-enriched and thickening broth, I continue 
chopping carrots into odd-sized chunks and move on to potatoes. So it is that 
Boitu finds me, but for how long he stands watching I do not know. 
Perhaps it is bad luck to speak to a woman while she has a knife in her 
hand, or maybe it will spoil the meal to arrive before it is cooked, or even per-
haps he is shy or the guests will be poisoned if the cook is interrupted during 
the potato stage. Maybe he saw a cobra on his way over and thinks himself 
pregnant or maybe the rondaval on fire down the road has alarmed him to 
some worry at home ... For whatever the reasons are in his head, Boitumelo 
stands outside the east door of the kitchen waiting for me to notice him. And 
I, the sixth of seven children, reared in a chaotic and lawless home, and now 
deeply immersed in a culture largely foreign to me, am the possessor of an 
196 Hair Trigger 22 
amazing, lifetime-honed ability to concentrate on one thing at a time. I may 
never have noticed him at all. 
Then fate intervened, as a dust devil, whirling-dervishly through the yard 
from the west, picking up enough speed and velocity to jostle all the doors, lit-
ter the already dusty floor with more soil, and slam one of the doors that enters 
the main part of the house. 
I looked up, then, absently thinking about the dog and whether or not the 
heat's oppression really warranted my stopping to go open the door again. And 
there he was, as silent, graceful, and watching as DuBois's sun king himself. 
He was just standing right in the edge of the shade of the corrugated iron roof 
as the sun slanted left behind him casting the whole world in the same hue as 
the rusty, dusty soil. And as far as I could tell, he wasn't doing a damn thing 
but waiting for me to happen to look up. He gave me the slightest pause, the 
gentlest flicker of a start and "Hello" slipped out with my broad, astonished 
smile, and then a quick "Dume/a" fell into place behind it as if I were a 
Setswana language teacher recording a coaching tape. Say word, pause three 
beats, say translation. 
He laughs at me and drawls out my name with his greeting, softening and 
lengthening the a's into ah's, the way I secretly think my soul's true love 
should say my name. I saw him, like an optical illusion, from the first time I'd 
laid eyes on him through to that moment, a myriad of sights different but the 
same, like a kaleidoscope, part make-believe, of the past twenty years of his 
life in speeded-up review, an unfolding ribbon of time and him-ending in 
right that moment. 
I saw him as a little boy, dark skin showing under the dust covering him 
after a long day's play, kicking around a makeshift ball in a makeshift game 
of what I call soccer. At sunset, playing and playing until the rust glow is all 
but gone from the sky and earth, until mmas and aunties call them back home 
or haul them in bodily, if necessary. 
I saw him as a growing-up, so-skinny boy, alone out at the lands, some-
times allowed to drive the donkey cart into the village or to his uncle's com-
pound. But most days, blending one into the next, cows walking to the water, 
cows walking home. Long grass, superstitions, childhood fears magnifying all 
into the sharp colors of Picasso's paintings. An adolescent boy, thinking of 
girls and life in the hazy way of late afternoon. A so-skinny young man, soli-
tary out there, eight miles from the village, asleep with the sunset, up with the 
dawn, with a dog and his imagination for company, a herd of cattle to march 
to water each morning where sometimes he'd meet the other herdboys-all 
too skinny, all getting taller, all someday to be men. 
And I saw him the way he was now, as the beautiful man who would teach 
Sara M. Sheridan 197 
and coach with solemn eyes and deep rumbling voice, his fifty students so 
silent and attentive that even if I stood just under the windows outside his 
classroom, I could hear only an occasional sprinkling of laughter and his low, 
rumbling tones, so deep and ambling I can't even make out the words, only 
feel them washing over my flesh like the fresh water of a gurgling brook. His 
voice the only running-water sound in this desert-dry land. At football prac-
tice, after lessons, when he would accordion-fold his glorious body to watch 
from the sidelines, or spring up and across the field like a blue streak of track 
suit to grab the ball and hold it aloft over his team's head, barking at the mem-
bers, who would look afraid but hungry, too, mouths half open and shoulders 
folded in, eyes on his face intently, and still watching the ball atop that 
straight, strong, brown arm, for the slightest movement. 
I saw all the shades of him-quiet, all eyes, intelligent, magic, curious, 
business-minded, tender, athletic, amused, and stealthful. 
And he just stood there the whole time, in that frozen moment, motionless, 
and I only saw him because of that wind that slammed the door. 
"Dumela, Mma," he rumbled, with a sweet, shy flash of white teeth. "Le 
Kae ?" 
"Ho sharp. Come on in," right from my hip, loud enough for him to hear 
from exactly where he stood, still twenty meters out from the door. He did not 
move, just his eyes-the color of crumpled fall leaves, tiger's-eyes or onyx, 
depending on when you catch him-widened slightly. 
Both doors to the kitchen, east and west, are wide open. The dirty floor, 
swept only thirty minutes ago, stands as a testament to the desiccated, 
drought-ridden earth outside. I bend to collect a cold drink from the cooler, 
and standing, run my hand above the propane tank beside the stove where it 
connects, by hose, to the stovetop. I smell the faintest touch of gas in the air, 
but feeling nothing, tum and walk out the door to greet him properly in 
Setswana fashion. It is all I can think of to do. For the moment, I abandon the 
potatoes on the cutting board soaking in their milky emissions. 
By now the dog has found him and they stand together, the man speaking 
in low, manly tones. I almost laugh but instead say, "When did you come?" 
practicing my Setswana, especially on the simple phrases. "Did you see the 
fire?" 
"Now, now. Which fire?" 
"The one just that side, by Mma Thuli's rondaval." 
"Ah, no," he says. "It can't be." 
"Ach. It is. I was walking there today and saw it. Three places down from 
the primary, isn't it?" 
"Ay." 
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"That's it, then; that's the house it was." 
"Oh, shame." 
"Yes," I say, thinking how do you say that in Setswana, but saving it for 
later. "Would you come in? Can I give you a cold drink?" 
But he only smiles faintly, the smooth skin around his mouth a single fold-
ed line curled at one end. 
"Would you come in while I finish preparing the dinner and talk with me?" 
He refuses. 
I think many things as I watch his unchanging face, and I long to get back 
to preparing dinner. I smile at him, but he remains unmoved. 
"Hey, Boitu, do you want to come in?" I smile again. Persistence is valued 
here. 
He looks down at his shined shoes, barely touched by the dust, a mystery. 
He ducks his head, drops eye contact of any kind, looks like a schoolboy, even. 
"Are you refusing me?" I say it because I'm hoping it will break the sudden 
discomfort we both feel, because I know he is well mannered and his upbring-
ing would not allow an assent to this, of all, questions, and mostly because it is 
something a teacher would say to a student, a teasing challenge, meant as jest. I 
say it because Boitu and I are both teachers, and students, together. 
He tutors me in Setswana; I tutor him in English. We are both prepping for 
our Foreign Service Institute language exams, plus we teach at the same sec-
ondary and have for two years. But he just does not budge. I can't imagine the 
cause. He's been to my home, studied; we've worked together, just the two of 
us for some months. At first there were many awkward times; other teachers 
would see us working in the staff room, heads bowed over a book or in concen-
trated discussion. There had been plenty of talk, plenty of it. A friendship 
between a man and woman is unheard of, you know? We have set precedents. 
Everyone assumes we're lovers. We're not. 
So I wait some more; it's one of his strategies, a surefire way to prove I'm 
indigenous in cultural mores if not birthrights. I wait him out like a true, silent 
Motswana, resident of this land, denizen of desert. I stand as still as stone and 
feel the fading rays of sun penetrate me, watch the already approaching cool 
dusk which will fold like a clap over the flat land. I notice the brushing faintness 
of sand running through the fine hairs on my legs and I watch the neighbor child, 
an eight-year-old girl, draw water into a ten-liter bucket, squat, pick it up, bal-
ance it on her head, and walk towards home again, poised and sure. I never 
move my head but look blandly past him; I wait. 
He raises his eyes to me, and they are full of the glints and glimmers of a 
moonlit night, and black like that. He has a question, or many, or something to 
say. So I wait. 
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Then he says, "I can't." 
"What's that? Come inside? Is that it?" And I see and feel the rightness of 
realization wash over me. "Oh! Why?" 
"Ah. I can't." 
Still his lanky frame seems somehow folded on itself. While he is over six 
feet tall (he cannot convert centimeters with much accuracy, nor can I), he 
seems slight now. His perfect brow is creased, though he is smirking as well; 
his lips are curled back and pressed together. He studies the ground, hands in 
pockets. "Men aren't allowed in the kitchen, eh? You know? I don't go in 
there, eh? You see," he says, in a bit of a rush for him, all the while with the 
slightest tweak of amusement around his mouth. He thought I knew this, 
apparently. If I did, I utterly forgot, and I am, frankly, stunned at its simplici-
ty. 
"Oh, but you can. It's OK, really. This is an American kitchen. You can sit 
just inside the door while I work. It's not like a Tswana kitchen, anyway. It's 
an American kitchen, really." I turn on my heel, pick up the potato peeler off 
the counter, spin towards him, and point it directly at his sternum. "You 
wouldn't find this is in a traditional kitchen." I tap it on the western-style 
countertop, click-click-click, all business-"Or this counter, huh?" I crease 
my raised brows in his general direction to let him know the query has already 
been answered. "So come in with your beer and drink. Sit there." I direct him 
to a chair with the tip of the potato peeler and resume my duties. I know he is 
seated there, though I never hear him move. 
After a few minutes he crosses the kitchen to get his own beer, seeming 
suddenly remarkably at ease. But it is short-lived, and he returns to his perch 
alongside the kitchen door and sits rather primly, drinking, talking some, and 
smiling. A couple of times I look over, and he smiles very warmly at me. 
What's all this grinning about? 
I move on to the onions and begin peeling them, three medium yellows. 
Dumping the peels and papery sheaves, I can't resist a smile in his direction. 
He is looking at me with progressively more glee. "Have you eaten today?" I 
am thinking he could be getting buzzed. 
"Yes, I was on duty and ate plenty with the students at lunch." 
I know this is true, as all teachers are waited on hand and foot, particular-
ly the men. The girls in their kelly green dresses come in, but first they dust 
their shoes, wash their hands, and rub water from the tap on their skin so they 
don't look rusty. They run their hands down the fronts of their dresses, press 
them, and smooth their plain unmodified naturals back from their foreheads. 
When they bring the plates to the male teachers, they bend, legs folded, but-
tocks on heels, the dishes presented with both hands, the head curved low to 
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meet the breast in the new wife's pose of supplication. The female prefects in 
charge of bringing the duty teachers their lunches sometimes do this quickly 
and hastily and rush giggling back to eat their own lunches, but not if the 
teacher is a Motswana male, handsome and young, or a strict old father; then 
they are careful to do it the right way. So Boitu has eaten well today and is not 
likely to be drunk, yet he is gazing on me as if I am a big pile of presents and 
packages. And he is steadily watching me chop and dice as if it's the greatest 
show on earth. 
His interest increases as I begin sniffling through the second onion, and 
then out and out crying. They are a few weeks old-in this hot climate, these 
onions are the worst kind of tear makers, a wee bit musty, very pungent. I am 
really dripping tears and chopping when suddenly he is beside me, silent, but 
obviously concerned and perhaps annoyed. His eyes take on a stern look and, 
were he my mother, his arms would be akimbo. 
Now I'm laughing and bawling. Smiling hugely and tear streaked, I look 
over my shoulder at him and say, "It's the onions. Jeez! You've never seen 
this? Everyone cries when they chop onions, don't you know that?" 
"No. Ah,Jo, Jo, Joi Wa yaka, Sahrah." There's no translation that quite gets 
it, of course, but he's calling me a liar, and he adds a tongue click for empha-
sis. People say, ''jo, Jo, Jo," when they get very bad news, are offended or 
amazed or disgusted. He stands back from me, his jaw squared, his shoulders 
askance at an angle from me as if his mistrust won't let him face me head-on, 
his forehead is crinkled and his eyes flat, matte, black-a bit angry. 
I hand him the knife, rounding my body to face him and holding it straight 
out, broadside, so he can take the handle or the blade, whatever. "Cut some." 
"No." He takes one peevish step back. 
"Cut some." I put the handle into his hand, which, against his wishes, 
holds it. 
"Do it. You'll see what I mean." 
His eyes soften as mine do. 
"Try it. You'll cry too." 
"I won't." He is obviously appalled at the thought and simultaneously 
dead certain it could not happen to him. He smiles now, and laughs me off, as 
if to say, "Fine, I'll beat you at your own silly game." He turns and begins cut-
ting. 
For a moment I stand as if frozen and then realize it's nice to be relieved 
of the burden. And just think, I chuckle silently, he wasn't even going to enter 
the room. Now he's dicing. I wash my hands, get a cold drink of my own, and 
take his seat by the door. I am actually happy when I hear the first sniffle. 
He lets it go for a couple of minutes before he turns to me full of childlike 
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wonder. His face is open, so honest and grinning through the streaming tears. 
He holds both hands out from the waist. He actually cries more from onions 
than anyone I've ever seen, and I find myself laughing out loud and walking 
towards him. "You see?" I want so much to hold his two cheeks in my hands. 
"But why? I can't believe it. Why is it?" His eyes are locked onto mine. 
"I don't know," I say, handing him a clean towel, "but I think it happens 
to everyone. If you put your hands in cold water it becomes less, they say." 
And I scrape the cutting board's revelatory contents into the simmering stew. 
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All Spirits Shall Be Sent 
Lott Hill 
Dad's oldest brother Jack stood in the center of the den, telling stories and turning around and around to make sure everyone could hear. 
Uncles, cousins, and friends of our family were everywhere, on folding chairs, 
on the couches, on the floor, leaning against the walls, and peering through the 
doorway. Uncle Jack looked the most like Grandy since his hair had started to 
gray, and he kept it brushed back from his square forehead in streaks of silver 
and black. When he talked, his eyebrows never stopped moving, together and 
apart, up and down, and his forehead would wrinkle and smooth constantly. 
His voice was strong and demanding. "Daddy was something pretty virile, I' 11 
give him that! He had to work his ass off to support the lot of us. It was a won-
der he wasn't any meaner than he was!" He turned and waved his arms like a 
conductor, jabbing his drink toward whomever he was looking at, the scotch 
and ice sloshing in his glass. 
I had to step over the legs of cousins and around Uncle Jack to get through 
the room to the coffee table in front of the couch. By the time I set the tray 
down, it was half empty. Without meeting his gaze, I passed by where Dad sat 
in Grandy's wide leather arm chair, below the large family portrait that had 
been taken before I was born. In it, Grandy and Dad are next to one another, 
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Grandy in his army uniform, Dad in the one he wore before going to Vietnam. 
Their arms are around one another, and their heads are together like they were 
sharing a secret when the shutter snapped, making them the point of a pyra-
mid, with the family spreading out in front of them. I couldn't remember Dad 
like he was in that picture, without his beard or on speaking terms with 
Grandy. I had asked Grandy about it a hundred times but had never gotten an 
answer from him or anyone else as to why they didn't talk. Now Dad looked 
like he belonged there, reclining in Grandy' s chair, his legs stretched out and 
his arm draped over one side, letting his sweaty glass dangle loosely in his 
hand while he nodded and grinned at Uncle Jack's stories and chewed on the 
thick black beard at the comers of his mouth. 
My cousins were losing interest in Uncle Jack and starting to whisper to 
each other. Uncle Jack looked at his glass and then spun and pointed at Dad. 
"Remember when Dad caught you trying to smoke, Ritchie?" Dad glanced at 
me and then gave Uncle Jack a pleading look, but Uncle Jack had everyone's 
attention again. He loosened his tie with one hand and took a gulp of scotch 
from the other. "I think that was the maddest I ever saw Daddy get." He 
glanced at the bar behind me and then stepped once in my direction, holding 
out his glass and swirling the melting ice at me. "Can you fill this up for me, 
partner?" I took the glass, and my cousins parted a way for me to get to the 
bottle of scotch where they were leaning against the bar. 
Uncle Jack kept talking to Dad, "How old were you then? Ten? Yeah, 
because Louise had started to smoke, but she knew that Daddy would tan her 
hide if he caught her! See ... " He gazed around the room. "Louise was dat-
ing this redneck that had come here from Georgia or some god-awful place. 
What was his name? Stubby or Tubby ... " 
"Bubby, Jack, his name was Bubby Roy." Uncle Sam chuckled from the 
end of the couch closest to where I was pouring the scotch into the glass. 
"That's it, Sammy!" Uncle Jack pointed at his brother, "Bubby Roy, now 
that was one ugly son of a bitch. Buck toothed and oily was what he was. A 
mechanic from in town." 
I handed the full glass back to Uncle Jack without interrupting his story. 
He winked at me and took a gulp. "But Lou was dating him, sneaking out to 
see him because Daddy didn't want that kind of trash coming around his 
house. She started smoking because he told her it was cool, told her that she 
was sexy when she smoked. Hoo-weee! Daddy would have snapped that boy's 
neck had he known that." Uncle Jack nodded toward the bunch of us in front 
of the bar, grinning and listening intently. 
Dad was looking at the floor. Uncle Jack took a swig and went on, "Lou 
hid her smokes so Daddy wouldn't find them. In Lou's mind, it wouldn't be 
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so bad if the boys got caught with them because Daddy wouldn't be nearly as 
hard on us ... or so she thought. So she hid them in our room, down between 
the headboard and the mattress of Teddy's bed. 
"Well, one day Ritchie finds them and, being the little mongrel that he 
was, decides that he wants to be cool too and heads on out to have himself one 
of those smokes." Uncle Jack looked around to make sure all eyes were on 
him. "Now he wasn't so dumb as to think he could do it just out there in the 
open where somebody might see him, so Ritchie figures he's got to hide some-
place that nobody will look." Dad was leaning back rubbing his temples. I was 
surprised that he didn't stop Uncle Jack or leave the room. 
"Now where do you think that a bright young lad such as Richard might 
go? Down the street? Behind the house?" Uncle Jack shook his head, grinning, 
"Perhaps the shed? No, no, not any of those ... " Dad gave Uncle Jack one 
more pained look, shaking his head, and held up his hands like he was sur-
rendering. Uncle Jack lowered his voice, "Little Richard here notices that his 
mama has hung out some wash. In fact, this week it's the linen, and there's 
four rows of sheets hanging out there on the lines like four walls made out of 
cotton. He's got his cigarettes and his got some matches from Mama's kitchen. 
He looks around," Uncle Jack ducked his head, mimicking the younger Dad 
sneaking between the sheets hanging on the line, his voice growing louder 
again. "And what do you know? Those sheets were dry from hanging out in 
the hot Florida sun. In fact, they were so dry that they might as well have been 
soaked in gasoline because when they ignited from Ritchie's match, he was 
surrounded in flames. Fire jumped around that boy like he was the phoenix 
himself, come flying out of there, screaming and crying so you'd a thunk his 
head was on fire!" Everyone laughed at Uncle Jack, jumping in a circle in the 
middle of us all like he was trying to put out the fire, the scotch in his glass 
sloshing out and spilling on the floor. Dad's cheeks were red and pulled into a 
forced grin. 
"Half of Mama's sheets burned up that day. When the fire truck came, they 
found the pack of smokes lying on the ground in the ashes and gave it to 
Daddy. He had to come home from the base and was still in his uniform and 
had us all lined up in the yard by then, every last one of us like we were his 
platoon, backs straight, eyes ahead, because we were all too afraid to look at 
him. I could tell by the look on Lou's face that she was sure you were going 
to rat her out." Uncle Jack was talking right at Dad. 
"Daddy must have asked you forty times where you got them cigarettes, 
and you just kept right on saying 'I dunno' every time he asked. He kept right 
on getting redder and madder like he was going to rip you to shreds, and you 
just stood there straight and tall with him yelling and spitting all over you. 
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When he took you out to the shed with that belt in his hand, we didn't know 
if we would ever see you again. He made us stand there and listen to the 
whacks he gave you. I don't know how many there were, but they sounded 
like firecrackers. I don't think you could sit right for a week, little brother." 
Uncle Jack chuckled, moving to reach over me and add more ice to his 
glass. Dad's face was red under his hands, but he was smiling, nodding, reluc-
tantly confirming the story to the chatter of kids around him. I looked over at 
Dad and grinned. "Is that why you and Grandy didn't talk?" Everything 
stopped, even Uncle Jack's chuckle, and Dad's eyes locked onto mine. Every-
one was looking at me now and seemed to be holding their breath. The only 
sound was the clank of ice cubes into Uncle Jack's glass, and he looked down 
at me, his eyes wide, and the empty ice tong limp in his hand. Dad looked like 
he suddenly remembered what happened, his face shifting like he might cry, 
and then his beard bristled and he sucked in at the corners of his mouth. My 
hands were balled into fists, deep in my pockets. Dad didn't look like he was 
breathing, and then he realized that everyone was looking from me to him. He 
cleared his throat and said quietly, "Come here." 
I didn't move. Regardless of who was there, I was afraid of what he might 
do. His voice strained to say in a whisper, "Adam!" 
Uncle Jack coughed and tried to start the conversation back up, but I could 
feel everyone's eyes on me as I went to Dad. He reached up and put his hand 
on the back of my neck, like a hug, and firmly pulled my face to his. He 
squeezed my neck hard enough to make my shoulders squirm up around his 
hand. His breath was warm with bourbon. He whispered in my ear, "I don't 
want to hear another word out of your mouth for the rest of the day." It was 
the second time he told me that. His grip got tighter. "Do you understand me?" 
I tried to nod. "Yes sir." The sharp hairs of his beard scraped against my 
cheek. He let go and I jerked away, running out of the den, my neck burning 
where his hand had been. 
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Jenny Riordan 
Larry Gilman 
The sexual relation is, as Thoreau once observed, a remarkable one. Why is it, for instance, that a woman's buttocks, exposed to open day-
light, are simply too plain for taste, like unbuttered bread? Stripped of secre-
cy they are mere objects, and compel my lust no more than the sight of 
Henry's own pale rump floating down the river on a hot June day. 
Yet all is ordained. Even in the thick of it, coupling like cattle, grunting 
and jerking with our brains a-spin, we obey only the Divine. For the God of 
dogs, dogs that swive doggily on the lawn of the Courthouse with their pink 
tongues hanging out, is our God, too. He has instituted the phallus, the funda-
ment, the strange privates of women, and all such toys. If God were a school-
boy, He would be caned to death for indecency. 
But what, you protest, of our dignity, of "behold Man, how like a god," 
etc.? Did not He who made us half-dog also prop us upon two feet to set us 
apart from that which slithers, grovels, crawls, lopes, and scampers upon the 
Earth? Do not our nobly bulging heads prove that God has charged our brains 
with His own Reason and sovereign Will, that we might govern our doggi-
ness? 
But "you have been puzzled long enough, 0 my hearers, over my motive 
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for discussing all these things," as Milton says. So I will now satisfy your 
commendable curiosity. 
The first time I ever saw Jenny Riordan, Henry and I were walking the 
Indian path along Walden's north shore. It was a damp, biting-cold, late-
November day with the sky gray, the trees gray, the pond skinned over with 
rotten gray ice, and a spiteful wind gusting from the north, the sort of day to 
suck your own teeth for sustenance and bum the books and furniture of your 
very soul for warmth. Those were the darl<ling days of the year, mine for few-
ness of words and Henry's for the study of dry seedpods, not yet much pil-
laged by winter birds. Already that day he had collected several spiky oddities 
in the crown of his wide-brimmed hat, no doubt intending to subject them at 
home to dissection, steeping in tumblers of cold water, warming on the man-
telpiece, planting in cracked teacups full of soil, and similar experiments. 
We heard her first, sobbing and snarling like a wounded wolf, and stopped 
in our tracks to exchange amazed glances. Soon she rounded the bend. She 
proceeded by walking a little, then breaking into a run, then walking again, all 
in a great fluster with her coal-black hair blowing loose. 
"Sonsabitches!" she cried. "Stinkin' bastards!" She turned in her tracks, 
not having noticed us yet, to spit venom back the way she'd come. 
"Shites!" she screamed, shaking her fists. "Shi-i-ites!" She followed this 
up with an unprintable shriek of frustrated hate. 
Henry and I stopped. She turned, saw us, and also stopped, appearing 
greatly surprised. 
I thought she might curse us, too, but she rushed forward and took one of 
Henry's threadbare cotton gloves in her own chapped hands. Tears dripped 
from her eyes, snot ran freely over her lips and chin, and her mouth was pulled 
into a square, ugly shape. 
"O, Mister T'row," she blurted. "Please, please you must come and see. 
There's two stinkin' bastard sonsabitches over by the tracks, and they've-a-
huh, they've, they've-" 
She was sobbing too violently to continue. Henry patted her hands with 
his free one and spoke soothingly. 
"It's all right now, Miss Riordan," he said. "I'm here with a friend, you 
see? My friend Mr. Channing. There are two of us here with you now, and we 
are your friends. You're safe now, Miss Riordan, you see?" And so on. 
She tried to speak, but the only intelligible phrases she managed to pro-
duce were "Bastards" and "Whorefucker sonsabitches." The combined form 
"whorefucker" was new to me, and I made a mental note of it as I offered my 
handkerchief. She released Henry's hands to snatch it. Her hands shook as she 
honked and wiped; it was clear that she really had been frightened, though she 
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appeared uninjured. That is, her clothes, though much mended, were not torn 
or toused. I judged that someone had indeed insulted her, but committed no 
physical assault, and this turned out to be true. 
She seized Henry's hand again to drag him back the way she'd come, 
explaining with much excited profanity that two men had accosted her as she 
was crossing the Fitchburg tracks at the west end of the pond. They had 
blocked her path and made obscene offers. In a fright she had dashed past 
them. They had tried to detain her and failed, but one had managed to tear the 
shawl from her shoulders. They still had it, she said. It was her only winter 
shawl, she said, and she would be bitter cold without it. 
At this I doffed my overcoat, and Henry introduced us as I draped it over 
her shoulders: Miss Riordan, Mr. Ellery Channing of Concord. Ellery, Miss 
Jenny Riordan, likewise of Concord. 
He knew her, I supposed, as he knew all the riffraff who haunted the 
Concord woods, the ex-slaves, quarter-Indians, trappers, woodchoppers, 
drunks, idiots, and Irish families left over from the railroad-building days. 
Henry knew this squatting, scavenging, wandering populace better than any-
one, thanks to his habit of perpetually stomping and paddling over every acre 
of dry land, swamp, and open water for many miles 'round, conversing with 
everyone he met. By this means he had cultivated many odd characters and 
accumulated much woodlore. I admired but could not imitate him in this, for 
I cannot endure the company of the grossly uneducated. In such society, all wit 
and word-play, all that is poetic, all finer strains of feeling-all, in short, that 
my soul requires-dies the death. 
Yet I did not find Jenny Riordan's discourse dull. On the contrary, though 
it was profane and repetitive, it pleased me very much. It spoke, if you like, to 
my inward dog. 
She trusted Henry, however she knew him, for though she addressed him 
as "Mister T'row" (the Irish as thick on her tongue as peat on a shovel), she 
treated him like an older brother, pulling on his sleeve to hurry him up and 
ranting incessantly about her grievances. We followed her up the broad Indian 
path by the shore, I hugging myself against the raw air, and sure enough, in a 
few minutes discovered the two vagabonds she complained of. 
They sported the type's usual pulpy, shapeless clothes and wild beards. 
One sported a brand-new army cap set at a drunken angle on his head. They 
had built a fire against a large rock and dragged up a loose railroad tie for a 
bench. A half-empty whiskey bottle stood on the ground between them. 
Crumpled on the mud nearby lay a green knitted shawl. 
She pointed to it and cried, "There 'tis, my own shawl that those bold bas-
tards stole from my own neck!" 
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Henry advanced upon the ruffians like a diminutive Hercules. I followed 
close behind, Jenny clinging with both hands to my upper arm and peering at 
her foes around my shoulder. My neck was all goosebumpy as I felt her breast 
press the back of my arm, but I tried to attend to the challenge up front. 
They looked up at us in surprise, and the smaller one, he with the Army 
cap, rose to meet Henry, puffing up like a peeping frog. Henry walked closer-
closer-was an arm's length away from him-passed him by, picked up the 
shawl, and turned to go without a word. 
"Hey!" said the man as Henry repassed him, jutting a shiny purple lower 
lip and glaring. "Hey, Jew-nose! That there's mine." 
Henry stopped and looked him in the face. 
"You lie," he said simply. "This belongs to a lady." 
My heart was pounding like a drum. But either the man did not relish what 
he saw in Henry's eyes, or else the three-to-two odds gave him pause, or both. 
He scowled and spat, stuck his hands in his pockets, and gave ground, sneer-
ing in his beard like a stage villain. Meanwhile his swag-bellied ally had not 
even offered to rise, for which I was a little sorry, for though I have not fought 
since boyhood, that day I felt a strong urge to bite, no doubt inspired by the 
presence at my elbow. Homer told it rightly; if there had been no women 
watching, the heroes would never have fought before the gates of Troy. 
It was a near thing, though, for as Henry turned to leave, shawl on his arm 
and steady as a rock, the fat fellow sitting on the railroad tie threw a rude word 
at his back. 
Now Henry was a mild-tempered man, but it was his policy never to tum 
his back to an insult. For though he honored the old adage, He who wrestles 
with a turd shall be beshitted, he had another saying, too, of his own inven-
tion: When a dog runs at you, call him. 
He wheeled instantly and was standing in front of the fat man in two or 
three steps, looking down at him as he might at some huge, putrid mushroom. 
"Did you speak?" he asked. 
The man, nonplussed by this tum, looked to his purple-lipped friend. He, 
however, was poking morosely at the fire and showing no fight. 
"Ahh ... nah," said the fat man, scowling at Henry's boots. 
"I regret that I did not catch the sense of your address." 
"Din' say nuthin," the fat man muttered, gouging the dirt with his toe. 
"I see that I was mistaken," said Henry, his voice as cold and level as the 
ice on Walden. "In that case-good day." 
He turned and joined Jenny and me. Neither of the ruffians said anything 
this time, no doubt glad to be left to their comforts of fire, bottle, and endless 
complaining. 
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Making a grave little bow, Henry handed Jenny her shawl, and she 
released my arm to reclaim it. She thanked him profusely and "Mister 
Channing," too, again and again, giving me my coat back (I was in need of it) 
and wrapping her shawl around her head and neck. I felt a stupid boyish tick-
ling of the neck at each repetition of "Mister Channing," such a weathercock 
1s a man. 
Henry and I agreed to escort Jenny to the Walden Road before recom-
mencing our own excursion. We had gone only a few yards up the path when 
she turned in her tracks to shake her fists again at the two scoundrels, now 
some yards away. Her face burned with unalloyed malicious exultation. 
Seeing that look, I could well believe that the warrior-wives of ancient days 
had scoured the battlefield to despatch their wounded enemies with torture. 
She spat violently and screamed, "And that's for you, yuh fuckin' shites!" 
Oh, but the man who would remain heart-whole in this world must take care! 
One imprudent glance and he is clutched in the iron claws of Beauty as she 
mounts with beating wings and the gray world dwindles below. 
Or do I only make high-flown excuses for the commonest of all follies? 
Would it not be more honest to admit that I was tempted by the most ancient 
and obvious of desires and yielded, in due time, with perfect predictability? 
A "yes" to both questions. Yet the most ancient and universal desires are 
the deepest, not the cheapest. Common folly is eternal mystery. Why are we 
so afflicted? What mischief is this schoolboy God of ours up to? 
If I knew, I would be a prophet. Even Henry, who really was a sort of 
prophet, I believe, did not know. I grasp only two truths certainly, either of 
which, however, looked at steadily, seems to exclude both the other and any 
reconciling third truth: first, that we are images of God. Second, that we are 
rutting beasts. I have never know whether I am more god, or dog-which way 
I am spelled, as it were-or if I am palindromic, goddog, the same either way. 
Was not Christ himself born amid dung and straw and piss, ringed about 
by the glassy dumb stares of beasts, the man-god delivered in blood from amid 
those very parts which the dog in man seeks? 
It would be interesting to know Jenny's view of the question. The next 
time I saw her, however, we did not discuss philosophy. 
It was a sunny morning the following April. I had been sitting at my desk 
for hours, failing to write a poem and picking at my scalp with my fingernails, 
when I happened to look out the window. There was Jenny Riordan, stepping 
up the street in her clumsy country-girl shoes, striding through the light as 
through water. I shifted my chair so I could watch. 
Her black hair tossed like a wave on the sea, her breasts jounced against the 
thin blue cotton of her dress, her skirts danced the secret twoness of her legs. I 
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felt in my guts that sweet pain, the bitter, twisting hunger from which the ancient 
worship of Venus surely sprang, and felt that if I could only pen on paper such 
a verse as her hips wrote on the April air, why then, I could die, be damned, and 
be happy. 
It is the mere truth that I left my house to follow Jenny Riordan, left my 
house that instant like Peter leaving his nets, left without coat or wallet or 
thought for Ellen (sweating at that moment to make a bag-pudding for our 
noon meal because I could not earn enough money to hire a servant), left my 
desk and books and poems and plans for a witty letter to Emerson, broke all 
the thousand threads of nagging duty that bound me like Gulliver to the 
ground (what drugged sleep had I slept, and for how long, that so many had 
been wound over me?), left all to follow Jenny as she went swinging along the 
street like a song that sings itself along the air, swinging along with her string 
of silver fish. I rose from my desk, walked to the front door, opened it, and 
stepped out as blandly as if going to eye the weather. I stood on the step snuff-
ing up the rankness of the thawing road, and was lost. 
Main Street was a chocolate corduroy of wagon-tracks pocked with water-
filled hoofmarks and dotted by pyramids of manure. Yet along the edge it was 
walkable, with a little dodging. I closed the door behind me and followed 
Jenny. 
Years afield with Henry had made me a first-class skulker with almost 
Redskin powers of invisibility. To keep her in sight without being detected I 
thus used every advantage, however slight-slowing down or speeding up to 
keep a passing cart between us a little longer, or pausing behind a tree to con-
sult my watch. She was on the near side of the street, and so I crossed to the 
other. 
Yet ordinary stealth would not be enough, for the houses had eyes. It was 
necessary to pretend some innocent purpose quite unrelated to my actual. It 
occurred to me, I do not know why, to feign that I was stepping up to the Mill-
dam to buy a string of onions for my wife. To make assurance doubly sure, in 
fact, I determined that I would buy onions. 
You must not think me an utter scoundrel, for in five years of marriage I 
had never once before been guilty of an impure or unfaithful deed. (I cannot 
say so much as regards thoughts, but if it came to that, neither could my wife, 
probably, so we are even there.) Not that I deny the scoundrellishness of fol-
lowing an Irish girl of seventeen up Main Street on an April morning for no 
better reason than that the sight of her made my brain beat and filled me with 
an irresistible urge to leap about like a grasshopper. I do not plead, extenuate, 
or excuse. I only beg you to understand that my motives were as mixed, as 
god-dog, as nature herself. 
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Jenny carried her fish by a piece of string threaded through their gills, 
three medium pout and one big pickerel. Their weight argued agreeably with 
the swing of her arm, fish and arm in a mixed rhythm of silver and skin. Nor 
can I omit to mention her neck; or the shallow valley between her shoulders 
where the cloth cockled and stretched, cockled and stretched as she moved; or 
her waist, that soft concave arch sprung from hip to rib which answered her 
swinging fish with an effortless wit. I saw in her that spirit of spring which 
arrives on certain rare days like a procession of joyful immortals dancing and 
strewing flowers on the muck. I was taken as I am taken every fall by first 
snow, every spring by the whiff of melting manure, as a sleepy town is taken 
by an army. 
I followed her for a good quarter mile, nodding to passersby without real-
ly knowing who they were. I was all smiles, all friendliness. Good-day, Mrs. 
Haverford! The weather? It certainly is! And thank you, Mr. Dunbar, the same 
to you! 
I was aware, as I walked (not to omit any folly) of being rather handsome. 
I had a high smooth forehead, an acceptable nose, thick black eyebrows which 
my wife used to lick and nip when we were newly married, and slumbrous 
dark eyes which I have studied in a mirror after inhaling sulfurous ether, pon-
dering the riddle of self while the visions rushed. My senses thrummed, and I 
strode forward with a wonderful awareness of my own power. I knew that if I 
could only talk to Jenny alone, I-
But just then a moist, beefy hand enveloped my own, arresting my 
progress. Another smacked me between my shoulders, and a booming voice 
pummeled my ears. It was Franklin Sanborn. 
"Channing!" he shouted. Dots of sweat gleamed through the light brown 
fuzz on his upper lip. "Ellery! Hail, fellow! Well met and all that, hey? Where 
to, you dog, where to?" 
My ecstasy drained away like bathwater when the plug is pulled, leaving 
me dizzy. I tried to smile, acutely aware that Jenny was moving up the street, 
now only a few houses from the Mill-dam shops, while there I stood. 
"Onions," I forced out, my eyes darting over his shoulder. "Must buy 
onions. Servant forgot. Congenital half-wit. Wife is cooking, ah-wife is 
cooking something." 
"Ah ha-a-a!" roared Franklin with conspiratorial delight. "So the long-suf-
fering husband must forth! You uxoriant dog, you!" This he followed up with 
another beefy blow to my spine. 
"Uxorious," I hissed through my teeth, grinning like a skull. "Not 'uxori-
ant.' Uxorious." 
He was crestfallen, but for only an eyeblink. 
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"Yes, 'uxorious,' of course! By God, Ellery, how I do envy your learning! 
You have a rare way with words! William Ellery Channing the Second-every 
sentence a Harvard education! Mighty scion of the great tree of the 
Channings! A regular one-man, itinerary Lyceum!" 
"Itinerant," I hissed, dying by inches. Oh, Jenny, Jenny! 
But he was unquenchable. "Woh!" he roared. "By Christ, but you are a 
dictionary!" Sanborn maddens me like those who rattle their forks against 
their teeth or talk on and on with tags of spit rattling in their throats. Annihilate 
him, most merciful God, I prayed inwardly, 0 Heavenly Father, smite his pri-
vates with your hammers of holy iron. I beseech thee, draw him off, let the 
earth swallow him up, cinderize him ... 
"Well," he said next, fishing about stupidly with his gaze, still pumping 
my hand. "So, I, ah, hum!" he said, and then, reddening: "Ellery! Can you 
guess where I am going?" 
I shook my head. Glancing to see that nobody was near, he leered know-
ingly and gouged me with his elbow. 
"To visit with Ariana! You remember Ariana? Ariana Walker? I think you 
knew her brother in school. A little pale slip of a thing just a year or two ago-
her, I mean, not the brother, ha ha !-but now, ah, now" ( and here he dropped 
into that throaty register men use to impart dirty-minded confidences, and 
made a cupping gesture with his free hand), "she's quite the grown woman, 
now!" 
No, I thought, absolutely not, I would not suffer this clown to puff up his 
lusts at the expense of mine. I had satisfied the amenities and could disengage 
without impropriety; enough was enough. 
"Onions," I said briskly, holding out my hand. "And quickly, too, my dear 
Franklin, or I'll have more than one cause for tears when I get home." 
"More than one ... cause ... ?" he repeated blankly, taking my hand with 
the look of a spaniel that has been given an order it does not understand. Then 
my feeble shaft finally struck home and his face lit up with delight. 
"Ah ha-a-a!" he shrieked, throwing back his head far enough to display 
the roof of his mouth and then snapping it forward again and smacking his 
knee. "Ah-h-h, ha ha ha! Oh, Ellery, Ellery, you dog, you!" I noted with sci-
entific detachment that I could observe the center of his scalp very well when 
he bent forward thus. It was pink and freckly like the tummy of a beagle pup. 
I freed my hand at last from his sweaty grip and hurried on, scanning the 
street ahead, hoping I was not too late. I saw tall elms, white-painted fences, 
and house-fronts in double perspective, but no Jenny. 
I dared not run, for I knew that behind the curtains of those civil houses, 
bright eyes gleamed in narrow malicious skulls. I strode forward no more 
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briskly than a good errand-running husband should. I would go up to the end 
of the Mill-dam, I thought, buy the onions, and walk home at not too brisk a 
pace. If Jenny had entered a house along the way, I might see her coming out, 
or I might spot her through a shop window. 
I came to the plank walkway and soon had passed the saloon, post office, 
and tack shop. My entrance to Prescott's store was announced by the ting-a-
ting-ting of a small steel bell hung from a curled ribbon of iron screwed to the 
top of the door. Prescott himself was perched behind the counter, and scow led 
up from the Boston Chronicle as if expecting me to pilfer his candy. I smiled 
back, though I would rather have crushed him, for I remembered that my cred-
it in his shop was somewhat strained. But I happened to have some small coin 
in my pocket and so would be able to pay for my onions and leave quickly. 
I found them in a bin at the back and bought a hefty string for a few cents. 
Putnam gave me another suspicious stare as I paid, but I only returned him a 
cheerful "Good-day" and went back out on the street. And, ah, there was the 
spring mud smell again, so rich with promise, that promise itself a longing, 
that longing itself the fulfillment of some older, forgotten promise made by 
other smells, by wet oak leaves in October, by deep snow. 
I wanted to loiter up and down the street sniffing for Jenny, though a few 
minutes before, in Sanborn's moist clutches, I had wanted to run after her. But 
I could move no more freely now than before. I must keep up my act, for dear-
est Ellen-lovely, petulant, flatulent, sickly, critical, unsympathetic, unpoeti-
cal, familiar Ellen-was, I must remember to pretend to believe, still pining 
for her all-important onions, and I must not keep her. As long as I stood in 
public view, I must not falter in my devotion to this pretense. So I strode 
briskly back up Main Street, my onions swinging from my swinging arm as 
Jenny's fish had from hers, back and forth. 
I walked back past the saloon, where a few red-nosed men were already 
no doubt gathered to smoke cigars and swig beer and palm off upon each other 
their dog-eared counterfeits of opinion, and back past the post office, arustle 
with the dead letters of the wide world. 
And there, there was Jenny, three houses ahead, stepping out from behind 
the far comer of the Smithson's place, glancing idly left and right but not (I 
thought) recognizing me at that distance, shaking her hair out to one side with 
her fingers, fishless. Her three pout and single pickerel were no doubt lying on 
a covered platter in the Smithson's icebox with a fresh green cake of frozen 
Walden to keep them company, eyes round with dismay, and the cat meowing 
without as if mere desire could conjure an entry. 
My own desire, redoubled, sizzled around my head like lightning gather-
ing to strike a roof. My ears were filled with a hum like a taut rope in a storm-
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wind. Power, power was given unto my hand. Jenny was ahead, choice 
behind. I would follow her until she turned off the road and then catch her up 
in some private place. Introductions would not, I felt, present a difficulty. I 
would remark first of all on the pleasure of meeting her once again by such a 
remarkable coincidence; she would certainly recognize her friend and protec-
tor Mister Channing; we would get along very nicely. We would understand 
each other very well. 
So when she turned left on Belknap Street, I followed with as much 
aplomb as if I had business that way myself. And when she turned again at the 
comer of the long brick railroad depot, I followed again, speeding up, and 
rounded the comer in time to see her picking her way down the short, steep, 
grassy path to the tracks. I did not wonder at her taking to the tracks, for they 
offer an arrow-straight path from the west side of town to the west end of 
Walden, where trails and roads aplenty can be picked up. And it was there that 
I had met her before. 
But her choice of route set me back somewhat, as on the tracks I would be 
perfectly visible to her, should she happen to glance back. There could be no 
hiding once I left the shelter of the depot, no well-timed appearances or suave-
ly surprising introductions on my part. And although I felt as confident as ever, 
I had reckoned on being the master of this hour, not its slave. 
Besides, I was a first-rate skulker, as I have said elsewhere, and to follow 
my quarry in full view, bobbing along after her like a tardy message-boy, went 
against all the rules of good skulking. 
Yet I saw no alternative. It was either give her up and go home-unthink-
able-or follow her wherever she went, by whatever means presented. 
I compromised. Once on the tracks, I reasoned, she would be just as visi-
ble to me as I to her. If I let her get far ahead-too far ahead to recognize me, 
should she glance back-then I could follow her without being identified. If 
she chanced to look back, she would merely take me for one of the many per-
sons who, like herself, walked the tracks daily for convenience. And when she 
finally left them I would hasten forward and catch her somewhere deep in the 
April woods-a perfect setting for quiet conversation. But, as Emerson says-
"What a train of means to secure a little conversation!" 
So I withdrew behind the comer of the depot. My plans were formed in 
the time it took Jenny to make her way down the steep slope, up out of the 
shallow stony ditch, and onto the tracks themselves. She turned then to look 
back, but I dodged back in time. 
This was sweeter than anything yet, this prolongation of the chase with my 
wits versus hers and the field tilted steeply against me. All this rich play 
already, and she not even aware that I was following! 
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I counted to thirty and looked again. She was already pretty far up the 
tracks, hopping along with that broken rhythm which the spacing of the ties 
imposes on every walker. Yet her grace was infallible; though she must trun-
cate or elongate her step from each sleeper to the next to make her foot land 
squarely, she yet made of the traverse a veritable dance. 
I waited till I judged her far enough ahead, then took the path down to the 
tracks. If she looked back now, I might be anybody. At such a distance there 
would be nothing distinctive about my face, figure, or dress. 
The stones crunched underfoot, a pair of martins twittered overhead, the 
April breeze kissed my brow. Have you tasted that kiss? It revives forgotten 
desires, recalls the time when we were little and rooted among the flowers by 
the side of a house, when the world was one vast plangent chord ringing from 
a harp struck for the pleasure of a youthful god. This is my curse, that that God 
who pours forth such a Mississippi of beauty has seen fit to arm me with skill 
like unto a leaky little tin cup, so the wasted torrent gushes over my puny pan-
nikin and away from my feet, away forever the great river, and I must watch 
it go. 
But on that day I simply followed, reveling in the sweet baptismal breeze. 
I expected Jenny to go as far as the Deep Cut before turning off. But we had 
gone only half so far when she paused and looked back for a second time. I 
could not read her face, nor she mine presumably, the distance being too great. 
I continued to advance as if indifferent to her gaze. She made no sign, but 
turned aside to my right, hitched up her skirts in front with her hands, and 
commenced to climb the bank, which was steep there. 
This, I thought, was interesting. I did not know of any paths or roads pass-
ing near that spot; there was only a large pitch-pine grove there. But it 
occurred to me that Jenny might have identified me earlier despite my pre-
cautions, and was now turning off expecting me to follow, so that we might 
find ourselves in a private situation. 
Now the mere thought of positive female eagerness has always been a 
great stimulus to me-though for several married years I had had to be, per-
force, content with the "mere thought." So now I quickened my pace, snap-
ping my fingers and whistling a few bars of "The Star-Spangled Banner" to 
charm away a quiver of conscience. 
Where do the months of hot courtship, the first, truly happy year of mar-
riage, and the succeeding three or four of adequate companionship go in such 
moments-their hundreds of meals shared, thousands of hours spent together, 
millions of words exchanged? How is it possible that they can weigh as little 
with a man as they did with me just then? Morality did bid for my attention, 
but weakly, just audibly enough to make my choice a choice. Its call was 
Larry Gilman 217 
unconvincing and distant as a mother's call to her children at sundown, so 
faint and far off that they feel justified in ignoring it. 
I went on. I came to the place where Jenny had climbed the bank, a rise of 
ten or twelve feet, and climbed up there, too. As I clambered over the edge of 
the rise onto level ground, the spice of the pitch-pine needles, distilled by 
snowmelt and sunlight after months of cold sleep, ushered me into a perfumed 
privacy. Through the red-brown trunks I glimpsed a flash of blue cloth. 
In my mind's eye I saw her standing with her back against a broad pitch-
pine trunk, chin high, eyes half closed in anticipation, sweaty black curls stick-
ing to sunburned neck, hands pressed flat against thighs as if to hold them in 
place. I would step out from behind another tree, dressed in black, slim and 
manly, with the disordered locks and apassionato eyes of the young Lord 
Tennyson as he is portrayed in the frontispiece to Volume I of his collected 
poems. No words would pass. Eye would speak to eye, soul to soul. I would 
go to her, and she would lower her gaze with the luscious modesty of femi-
nine desire. We would stand very close but not touch yet, merely stand and 
breathe the smell of the piney soil together, watching the rise and fall of each 
other's chests. Then I would raise a finger, just one masterful finger, to her 
cheek, and she would tum and extend to it the pink wet tip of her tongue ... 
I pushed aside a low-hanging branch and there she was, back to a tree just 
as I had foreseen. With a muffled cry of dismay, she shoved off the man who 
was sucking her collarbone and kneading her breasts like dough. 
"Mr. Channing!" she gasped, eyes wide, raising her fingertips to her 
mouth. 
The man whirled to face me, and for the second time that day I beheld the 
red, sweaty, fuzz-lipped face of Franklin Sanborn-he of the beefy handclasp, 
the speckled scalp, and the mangled English. 
"Ellery!" he blurted, blushing a deeper-than-usual red. 
I stood frozen, all my conceptions groaning around some strange axis like 
a planet knocked loose from its accustomed orbit around the Sun. Nothing was 
what I had thought. The gods had lied. 
Franklin tried to collect himself, tugging on his jacket sleeves. Jenny had 
turned half aside to re-tuck her bosom. Then he noticed the onions dangling 
from my hand. 
"I say, Ellery, what are you doing here? I thought you had to hurry on 
home with those onions of yours. I thought your wife ... your ... " His eyes 
drifted from me to Jenny and back, the obvious syllogism cooking slowly in 
the kettle of his thick skull. 
But I had no intention of being caught at a disadvantage by Sanborn of all 
people, and so, amazed by my own coolness and listening with some surprise 
218 Hair Trigger 22 
to the words coming out of my own mouth, I acted. 
"Miss Riordan," I said, bowing slightly to her, pointedly ignoring Sanborn. 
"A pleasure to meet you once more in these woods. You seem to have many 
adventures here. But we must all go where business takes us, mustn't we?" 
She understood me well enough, as I saw by the look of pure hatred in her 
eye, but was too baffled to give any answer but a low growl. 
"And Franklin, my boy," I said, turning to him, "you' re right about the 
onions; I'm afraid Ellen must be most impatient by now. But I happened to see 
both you and Miss Riordan take the same turning, back in the village; and hav-
ing recently heard certain rumors in the village-ugly lies about your charac-
ter-I was determined to prove them false at any cost, even to my domestic 
peace. So I followed." 
He gaped as I paused, his red hands twitching aimlessly by his sides. 
I smiled. "Well then. If I happen to see Ariana, I'll be sure to tell her that 
you are on your way to visit, just as you said." I was pleased to see Jenny's 
eyes flick to Franklin's face at this. His color deepened even further, achiev-
ing a remarkable robin 's-breast hue. 
"Now, look here, Ellery," he blustered, tugging his collar into worse order 
than ever. "I am under no engagement to Ariana, either of letter or spirit, and 
this, uh, this meeting may not be what you think. But in any case I'd beg you 
to remember, Ellery, that this is none of your affair. And it would be most 
unwise to, ah, to say anything about any of this in the village, you know, 
because-uh-" 
He faltered, seeing the look on my face. He should not have said that about 
it being "unwise." 
"You scabrous little prick," I barked, "do not threaten me." And taking one 
step forward, I smacked him on his blubbery cheek. 
He stared in shock, his hand creeping up to the print on his face which 
bloomed first white, then redder again than ever. If he had offered any fight, 
my frustration might have found vent in breaking his bones. I might have 
killed him. But he only stared, astonished, and Jenny, too. 
I could not have foreseen that in the months following this incident, 
Franklin was to become a more zealous advocate of my character than ever 
before. But many a dog will lick the boots of the one who whips him. 
I stood with my hand tingling and felt the old despair again, the old dis-
gust, mostly for myself. And pity, too, pity for poor dull beefy Franklin, whose 
only crime had been to usurp my own illegitimate place, and for Jenny, whom 
I could see with compassion now that my selfish fire had been so rudely 
snuffed. In her unbeautiful snarl I could read her doom, even as the priests of 
Osiris divined the downfall of pharaohs in the raw guts of goats. She would, I 
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foresaw with terrible certainty, decline. She would be bundled from man to 
man, and her exquisite, wild bloom rubbed off by drunken, greedy fingers. All 
this perfection which had briefly invaded our stupid town, walked up our Main 
Street incarnate on a real April day, would be wasted. All such sendings to this 
world can have but one fate, like snowflakes falling on an open cesspool. 
I turned without a word and left them, descending to the tracks to begin 
the long walk back to my desk, my books, my witty letter to Emerson, and bit-
ter reproaches from Ellen (most assuredly) for my long and inexplicable 
absence. 
I hated Henry even more than myself in that moment, I think. He had not 
failed, oh no, not he, not our Yankee Krishna. But had he not been given the 
easier test? Play the hero, Henry, save the maiden! And so he had, of course, 
with courageous despatch. But my test was not to be got over so quickly. My 
test was my whole life: week after month after year of life with irrational 
weepy Ellen and three squalling brats chasing each other up and down the 
stairs and bursting out in screams whenever I found one precious minute to sit 
down and write. Those whom the gods would destroy, they first make married. 
So I had failed on every count. Well, God damn Henry, I thought, damn 
his coldness, his disgusting chastity. He was a eunuch for his principles, but I 
was still a man; I could still succumb to the generous sins. 
Occupied with such thoughts, I walked on, hating my only true friend for 
what I myself had done, my onions swinging from my hand. For some yards 
up the track I could hear behind me the rise and fall of Jenny's accusing 
screams, with Franklin's abject begging audible in the intervals. 
At least onions, like landscapes, never cheat. Are never less than they 
seem. 
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In the Arms of Someone 
You Love 
Joe Meno 
In Cuba, there are many has-been magicians. It's not a nice feeling losing your wife to one of them, you can believe 
me. But in times of war, when magic and mesmerism are held as a kind of sci-
ence, like mathematics and firearms and astronomy, a kind of high art, really, 
there are many fine young men of our generation who take to performing in 
the music halls and vaudeville theaters and cocktail lounges, places where a 
clerk in the Bureau of Calculations can take his beautifully mute wife for a 
nice night out on an honest man's pay. I'm not a funny man, I have to admit. 
I have a sense of humor, but nothing I'd call funny, I'd say. I am an observer. 
I notice things. How the hem of my wife's dress is sewn up with nothing more 
than all the heft and weight of my youngest desires from when I was a boy and 
did not understand what was love and what occurs between a woman and a 
man. Yes, I notice things. That her long black hair was a kind of esplanade to 
the fountain of her almond-shaped face, that most light gently faded whenev-
er she closed her eyes and the daybreak was our time alone and only ours, that 
her bare shoulders were, in their own way, a certain way to define a certain 
time of a certain kind of night, and her smile, oh her smile, was an instrument 
to define all kinds of times of day. 
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As I said, I took my wife out one night during a dangerous time, when the 
revolutionary forces were closing in on the capital and our president was busy 
packing his things, sweating, murmuring, "Ahora, ahora, ahora, estoy muer-
to. " I took her out because I could not watch her another night as we sat close 
beside the radio, her soft black eyebrows knitted up in a way that created a 
deadly serious sheet of doom all along her face. 
"Tonight. My friends, tonight," the host, who wore a red cummerbund and 
had a very angelic expression for an eighty-year-old man, tapped the silver 
microphone once and then began. "Tonight I present to you a very dear friend 
of mine, Gilberto, all the way from Spain." 
There were Spanish refugees stranded on our island from their own revo-
lution, who showed their camaraderie and disdain by slowly stirring their 
drinks, all the way at the bar in the back, nodding silently. 
"Gilberto!" 
The man took the stage, and right away I felt my life come unraveled. 
Quickly. Painlessly. It is only twice in my life that I've ever felt like that. The 
first time I was five and my mother came at my father with a butcher's knife; 
he knocked it from her hand, and they began kissing and lovemaking franti-
cally, because love was something my parents were proud to have us see, our 
family being so poor and living in such an impoverished community, and it 
was one thing, one thing, the government or the Pope or the Federalists or the 
student revolutionaries could not take away. The second time, as I've said, it 
became clear to me that I was doomed as soon as Gilberto took the stage. It 
felt as if all the buttons on my tuxedo shirt had come undone. It was as if I 
hadn't spent most of my salary on repairing the seams in my jacket and hav-
ing my shoes shined and my mustache clipped, as if I was not wearing the red 
Bureau of Calculations pin on my lapel and had never gotten my degree, had 
never designed the plans for the new bridge which would, of course, be given 
the president's name, as if I had disappeared completely and no one else in the 
world had ever existed. It was quite obvious, before I even looked at my wife. 
I had lost it all, just as I had always fe,ared, and all quite suddenly. 
"For my first trick," Gilberto began, "I will need a member of the audi-
ence to assist me. A female, perhaps, eh?" and then when I looked at my 
peach, my fruit, my only permutation in a sea of insolvent calculations and 
gardens and gardens of insoluble dreams (I still remember what she said when 
I asked her to marry me. "Will you mind if you ask me again, tomorrow or 
next week?" and I asked why! why? why should I ask again if you are going 
to mock me, love, I think, love is something in the blood, in the heart; it 
requires very little thought, it is not mathematics, my Eloise. And she said, "I 
want to study you, amor. I want to be sure I will be strong enough." "For 
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what?" I asked. "I want to be sure I will be able to carry a baby who will most 
definitely be born looking just like you, with such a thoughtful head on his 
shoulders, such steady arms and dependable lips and sturdy legs, such a large 
and beautiful hero's face ... "). 
Well, right then, thoughts of marriage aside and years and years of connu-
bial bliss, I could tell everything was about to change. Gilberto, in a smashing 
black tuxedo, with the most sensitively drawn black mustache and eyes, oh 
lord, eyes that could confound and belittle and bewitch, was tall with an enor-
mous forehead, and you could easily imagine beautiful women running their 
fingers all along it-this man, an international traveler, a celebrity, a guest of 
our sad nation, could have any woman he desired and fly her off with him to 
some other sad little island-and just then the spotlight was in my face, and 
he was taking my bride, my tulip, my wife, my Eloise, this half-American girl, 
who was born the daughter of an ambassador and a downstairs maid and who 
wore the pride and disgrace of both her parents on each of her splendidly red 
lips, a girl not born mute but who lost her voice one day when she saw our 
poor baby, Graciella, get hit by a government autobus full of convicts being 
transferred from the prison to the death house. The accident took place right 
in front of our house, and my wife, Eloise, screamed; she screamed but not in 
time, and it was as if all the things she had ever held in and all the words she'd 
ever say were swept right away, alongside the huge silvery bumper that killed 
our daughter and made my wife silent since that long-ago summer day. 
I looked up onstage and Gilberto was taking my wife's hand and he said 
something like, "What a jewel, what an enchanting creature you are!" as if I 
was only a bundle of secondhand clothes sitting there trying to keep down my 
drink, and he asked, "Let me guess, you are an American, yes?" and she nod-
ded, then shook her head, and the magician laughed and his little mustache 
twitched and then he said, "A beautiful American all alone in Cuba. What can 
be more dangerous, more stunning?" and he winked at me and then said, "And 
now, my friends, the trick! An illusion of mesmerism!" 
He lifted his hand and made a magical gesture, leaning all his fingers 
together tight, as if he was focusing every electrical spark in his body to his 
fingertips, where they were gathering and rising and taking shape, and then he 
took my wife's hand in his other, nonmagical hand and said, "Sleep!" and very 
gently, very lovingly, touched his dangerous fingers to my wife's lips and then, 
just like that, she was asleep and swooning in his arms, and he caught her like 
an old pro, this one, and I was on my feet, enraged, and my wife was wearing 
a smile I had never quite seen, and the thought occurred to me I am an unlucky 
man in the way that I am lucky to have a favorable post and a decent apart-
ment and all my fingers and toes and a beautifully mute wife, but all of it is 
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always just about to slip from my hands, day or night, night or day. I am in a 
constant state of waiting for everything to fall apart around me and now it hap-
pened, and just then I realized this was not a trick at all, this was no kind of 
magic, people were clapping and my wife was recovering but I had seen it, I 
had seen something, they had been duped, they had all been duped, he was not 
using magic, he was simply doing what all great lovers know how to do and 
that was using the lips, the lips which were the garden passageway to the soul, 
and it was not mesmerism at all but a sign that this man, this magician, had 
designs on my wife. 
People were still clapping and then there was a silence which was not a 
silence but a scream that had happened many miles away, and it had only just 
made it to our ears in the form of a kind of whisper which made everyone quiet 
at the same time because it was a kind of sound that happened on the inside of 
your ears and slowly, very slowly, you know what it is. 
The doors crashed in, and Manuel the cigarette merchant from down the 
street fell to the ground and lifted his head and shouted out, "The rebels have 
taken the capital!!" right before his eyes closed for the last time, and all his 
words turned red, and there was a kind of panic I had never seen in civilized 
humanity. 
Ladies were fighting each other over mink stoles, trying for the door, men 
of noble careers were stealing expensive cigars from the upset silver trays, a 
low-ranking government official was paying a waitress for a look at her 
ankles, kissing her bare shins and saying, "I will be killed next. I will be killed 
next, and this is all I wanted out of life, to be near a beautiful woman and kiss 
her feet every night," and then there was an explosion down the street and I 
realized there was nowhere to run to, there was nowhere to run. 
My Eloise was at my side and trying to smile and I looked at her and 
thought, well, at least my bride and I will make it out of here alive, and we 
were on the street which was black and overturning with people and there was 
a fire at the post office down the road, and students from the university were 
throwing furniture into the fire and shouting and clapping their hands, and just 
then Sefior Lunes from my office ran up to me and said, "Sefior Hidalgo, we 
have been marked, they are killing all scientists and all government men and 
we are both; we are both, my friend, we are both," and I said, "You are being 
much too dramatic, old Lunes," and he smiled at me and shook his head and 
walked away, and just then I noticed there was a huge bullet hole in the side 
of his skull, right above his ear, and my friend, Lunes, was already dead and 
walking around because he hadn't said his good-byes properly or kissed his 
wife yet, and somehow I knew, I knew, that I, too, was already dead and I just 
hadn't been shot yet and so right then I started calculating how soon it would 
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be before the rebels would enter our barrio and find me standing there, hope-
lessly, and suddenly I remembered a dream of a memory I had once had. I was 
a boy, a very young boy, and I was standing on the beach and it was very early 
in the morning and there were people hunting crabs and a man, drunk, sleep-
ing in the white sand, and I stood there on that beach and felt like a hero sud-
denly because it occurred to me I could stare directly into the sun and still see, 
not just see, but I could see everything, my family and neighborhood and my 
birth and my death and the whole life that was still ahead of me, and it seemed 
even then, I knew, I was a hero because I could see the outcome of everything, 
the sum total, the remainder, the indivisible final graph and even then I could 
know, my whole life depended on this exact strange moment, this impossible 
mathematical conclusion, this calculation of future and past. 
Just then I turned to my wife and kissed her lips and grabbed a hold of the 
great Gilberto by his silky tuxedo coat, who was standing nearby, smoking a 
long cigarette very elegantly, and I said to him, "If you are capable of love, take 
this one with you and get out of Havana as fast as you can," and the great 
Gilberto nodded and took my wife's hand, and Eloise became frantic, digging 
her nails into my neck to keep herself from leaving, and I looked at Gilberto 
and he looked at me and just then a volley of machine gun bullets flew like 
molten sparrows right over my head and the voices shouting, "Kill the men 
who forsake our Jesus for the gods of hypocrisy and science!" and I gave 
Gilberto an imploring look and somehow he could understand, and just like 
that he did his trick again and touched his electrical fingers to the lips, the soft 
petals of flesh that were mine and would not ever give a single word of dis-
comfort or carelessness, she folded into his arms and I watched them go, and 
just then I thought how funny it was that I should die in a tuxedo and how 
strange it was that I'd had my jacket fixed for this occasion and what trouble I 
would be saving the local mortician when he laid me down to rest. My wife and 
Gilberto were now a soft black dot in the sheltered glow of the leaning street-
lights and I thought, yes, my friend, someday soon you, too, will die. I thought 
this magician would one day die, maybe after a long time, maybe after many 
years of loving my wife and she would always be my wife, in heaven, or with 
the saints who took to fooling with angels and were cast down to hell in dis-
grace, she would always be mine and time could only make him more fond and 
when he died he would be alone in the end and not only alone, but without her, 
and it occurred to me, in a way, I was him, this magician, living out his death, 
and he was me living out my life with her because he could save her and I could 
not, and it was only a matter of time, after all, before we would all die and it 
would be as if this devil's barter never had been made and the guns would stop 
firing and the students would be quiet and concern themselves with liberty 
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instead of freedom and all the busts of famous men that had been broken would 
be mended and everything that had been overturned would be put back in its 
place. It occurred to me, my tulip, that love and countrymen are strange this 
way and my neck and ear were bleeding now and yes, my tulip, love and coun-
trymen are just this strange. 
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Illicit Puppy Love 
Louie Calvano 
--V- evin was alone in his dark dorm room, sitting in a chair with his feet 
~esting on the windowsill. Outdoors, the wind was making anything 
light enough to float-leaves, garbage, feathers, newspapers-zoom in all 
directions. Leaves blown from miles away came straight towards his window 
as if they would break through the glass, only to splatter against the pane, stick 
for a moment, then fall. 
It was a Friday night, late. These were the nights that slithered into 
Kevin's heart and started ripping the walls of each ventricle. Every other guy 
he knew was out with his girlfriend, but he was not allowed to go out with his. 
As the cruel humor of fate would have it, he'd had to fall in love with a for-
bidden flower, one he could not smell, pick, or even look at for too long. What 
hurt even more was the thought that she was probably sitting at home herself, 
thinking the same thing. It was nights like this that made Kevin wish he 
smoked. 
The phone rang in the dark. He pulled his feet off the windowsill, sat up, 
and grabbed the receiver off the desk beside him. He waited before he said 
anything. For a brief moment, the thought struck him that it might be Lao 
Niang on the other end, but she'd never risked calling him before; why would 
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she call tonight? Perhaps she was feeling the same emptiness he felt and 
couldn't hold back any longer. 
"Hello." 
There was a pause before a timid response came. "Kevin?" It was Lao 
Niang. The sound of her voice made Kevin close his eyes, and although he 
was happy to hear from her, he couldn't bring himself to smile. Hearing her 
voice only made him want to see her more, and that's the last thing he need-
ed. 
"I miss you," said Kevin. It was blunt and not prompted, but it was what he 
felt. "Find a way to get out of the house; I don't care, I want to see you ... " 
She moaned painfully on the other end of the line. "Oh, Kevin I want to 
see you too. But I can't get out of the house. It's so late and ... " Her voice 
broke off and returned in a whisper, "My parents are right outside the door, I 
shouldn't even be calling you." 
"If you can't get out of the house, then I'll get into yours. It doesn't mat-
ter, Lao Niang. I can't spend the rest of the night here alone thinking about 
you." 
"You were thinking about me?" 
"Yes, of course, and I'm tired of thinking about you. But I can't stop." An 
uneasy moment of silence hugged the line with its noiseless hum. It would last 
until they were both old and gray. It would last until they both died. It would 
last until the world ended in a fiery explosion. It was cut short by a single word 
from Lao Niang. 
"OK." 
"OK what?" asked Kevin. 
"Can you get to my back door by two o'clock?" Kevin looked at the red 
digital clock that glowed in the comer. It was 1: 15 A.M. 
"Yes." 
"Wait for me," she said and then hung up. Kevin held the phone against 
his ear until the dial-tone buzz set him into action. 
He stood up and turned on the light. Suddenly the darkened gloom in 
which he had been wallowing for the past four hours became a bright antici-
pation. The question remained as to how he would travel the six miles to her 
house without a car and without bus service, which stopped at nine o'clock. 
His roommate's bicycle leaned against the wall. Kevin's eyes connected with 
it. They both seemed to nod to each other. 
Mounted on the bike outside, Kevin pedaled with the wind blowing direct-
ly against him. The leaves that once splattered against his window now hit him 
square in the face. Going against the wind made every pedal rotation a chore, 
as if he were ascending a hill, but his legs, fueled by a fiery passion, pumped 
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hard and he fought gallantly against the wind. 
He passed innumerable apartment buildings and bars from which drunk-
ards were stumbling, hardly able to stand against the force of wind. But Kevin 
pedaled past them with gritted teeth and squinting eyes. His legs began to hurt 
with every pedal. It was like squeezing all of the water from a sponge. He'd 
squeezed all of the strength out of his muscles. They were wringing dry. 
Wouldn't the wind let up just a little bit? Maybe just change direction? 
Sometimes nature doesn't know when to allow love to happen. 
With the last of his strength, Kevin gave one final push on the pedals and 
glided past the front of Lao Niang's house. The neighborhood was full of nar-
row, two-story houses packed tightly with only walkways separating them. 
Light shone through the bay window on the lower level of Lao Niang's house. 
People were awake in there. Kevin locked the bike against a tree and walked 
down the alley at the backs of the houses. Most had small backyards sur-
rounded by wooden fences. Darkness covered all. 
Lao Niang's backyard fence was bright and newly painted red. Two empty 
paint cans sat on the ground next to it. Kevin took a deep breath and slowly, 
gently unlatched the gate door. He pulled it slowly towards him, and it 
creaked. The creak was loud enough to disturb a dog in the neighboring back-
yard. It began barking repeatedly. Kevin stood motionless with the door held 
firmly in his hands, opened only a crack. He remained in this position for two 
minutes, until the dog had lost interest and stopped barking. 
Kevin was afraid to move the door again for fear that the creaking would 
be noticed in Lao Niang's house. He realized at this moment that he had never 
been this close to her house before. It gave him an eerie feeling, like he was 
in a foreign country that was involved in a civil war and he didn't have a 
weapon to protect himself against whoever might shoot at him. 
He did have, however, over eighteen years of experience opening doors 
without making a sound. He knew what to do. He pushed hard against the end 
of the door, shoving it towards the hinges. Keeping this pressure applied, he 
slowly moved the door open; it didn't creak. When there was enough room for 
him to enter, he slid through the gate into the backyard. Out of curiosity, which 
tended to strike him at the worst possible times, Kevin slowly began pulling 
the gate closed to see if it would creak. It didn't. Some doors only creak in one 
direction. 
Kevin turned around to find himself in a small, fenced-in square of grass, 
as if he were a prisoner let out into the yard for recreation time. He took one 
step and stopped dead in his tracks as a bright light flashed on from just above 
Lao Niang's back door. It flooded the entire yard, and Kevin felt like he'd just 
been caught naked with that light shining upon him and his intruding body. 
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He closed his eyes and remained still, waiting for an angry Chinese man 
to burst from the back door with a knife, or maybe a bat. Planted like a tree, 
his feet didn't move. The back door didn't open. An unbearable minute 
passed, then the light went out in a blink. The yard was again filled with black. 
Kevin's mind raced, confused. He remained still. Not a noise came from 
the house. Motion-sensing lights-the thought struck Kevin like a ting, but he 
was set at ease, realizing that no one had seen him yet. The ease did not last. 
He still had to make his way across the whole backyard to the door without 
setting off the light again. Traveling at the speed of a wounded snail, his right 
foot crept along the ground until it was even with his left, and then pushed fur-
ther in front of him. His left foot moved slowly through the moist grass and 
passed the right. He was careful not to move his arms or head, not even his 
eyes-they remained fixed on the place the light had shown above the door, 
as if his staring at it would keep it from going on. 
The progress was slow. It must have taken twenty minutes for him to cover 
the twenty feet from the fence to the awning above the back door. The awning 
provided coverage from the motion sensor, so when he arrived beneath it, 
Kevin shook his weary limbs to loosen them up and try to get the blood flow-
ing again. 
He looked at his watch, 1 :58. 
Looking at the digital numbers that illuminated bright blue from his 
watch, Kevin could have sworn that the little bars that formed the numbers 
were moving and changing shape, arranging themselves to spell the word 
leave. It must have been a warning from somewhere, because deep down 
inside, Kevin knew he should leave. It was too dangerous to be in the house, 
or even near it. He started to panic, thinking twice about the logic of what he 
was doing. 
"I've let my passion get the better of my mind," he whispered to himself. 
"I can't do this. I can't be here. If I'm caught here, I will lose Lao Niang. I 
can't walk back across the lawn; it would take too long, but I can't stay here. 
God, take me away. Someone please grab me by my shoulders, lift me up, and 
throw me over the fence. Get me out of here!" 
The door opened in front of Kevin, revealing a darkness from which a 
whisper came, "Come in here quietly." Kevin stepped in through the door, and 
it was shut behind him. He couldn't see a thing and sweat formed on every 
part of his body. He could hear a television in the house. "Take off your 
shoes," whispered the voice of Lao Niang. He took off his shoes and stood 
waiting in the black. 
She took his sweaty hand in hers and began leading him up a carpeted 
stairway. Kevin felt the softness of the carpet, but his weak knees barely 
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allowed him to push his weight up the seven stairs. His heart thumped against 
his ribcage. At the top of the stairs was a small landing and another door; 
somewhere behind this door was the television noise. 
"My parents are in the living room watching TV. Walk quietly behind me 
and stay close." The whisper was urgent and fearful. Knowing that Lao Niang 
was scared, too, made Kevin's breath as thick as syrup. "Are you ready?" she 
asked. 
He lifted her hand and placed it over his heart. She could feel the violent 
thumping of rapid, wobbly thrusts against her hand. Feeling it made her own 
heart match his beat, and the rhythm was so fast and strong it could almost be 
heard. 
Taking her hand from his chest but still clinging tight, Lao Niang opened 
the door noiselessly and exposed a long kitchen. Along the right wall was a 
counter with a sink. At the far end was the stove and next to it a doorway 
which led to the family room, where the television was visible against the back 
wall. A Chinese game show was on, and people were eating a long piece of 
sushi while a crowd cheered madly. 
Lao Niang started tiptoeing towards the living-room doorway. Being led 
by the hand, Kevin felt like she was tugging him directly into the living room 
where her parents sat unknowingly. He wanted to scream for her to stop, but 
he couldn't dare make a noise. His eyes drifted to the black-and-white check-
ered floor tiles in the kitchen. The tiles seemed to be moving and grouped 
themselves together to spell the word LEAVE. 
He blinked and shook his head, but the word remained on the floor. He 
tugged at Lao Niang's hand, pulling her to a halt. She turned and looked at him 
angrily. Kevin just shook his head violently, insisting that he could go no further. 
From the living room not ten feet away, a voice rang out in Chinese. It was 
addressed to Lao Niang, but that's all that Kevin could make of it. His heart 
beat even harder, expanding his rib cage with every thud. Lao Niang pulled 
him forward to the living-room doorway, while he tried to stop her. He plant-
ed his feet on the floor, but she dragged him forward, sliding on his socks and 
pulling him strongly and determinedly. They were headed right for the living 
room and got so close that Kevin could see the feet at the end of the out-
stretched legs of Lao Niang's father, sitting on the couch in front of the TV 
with his back to them. At the very last second, when Kevin was about to either 
faint or simply die of a burst heart, he noticed that there was another doorway 
along the side of the wall just before the living room. 
Lao Niang shoved him inside violently, reminding Kevin of the night 
when she first pushed him through a hemlock hedge when her mother sud-
denly drove past them. She continued walking into the living room, spoke 
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some words to her parents, and then entered the room with Kevin, shutting the 
door quickly behind her, locking it, and turning on the light. 
It was a small bedroom. It had a bed, a dresser, and a small desk, but that 
was about it. Kevin opened his mouth but was hushed before a sound escaped 
him. Lao Niang stepped close to him and leaned into his ear, whispering, 
"These walls are like paper, and my parents are on the other side of this piece 
of paper." She pointed to a wall with her thumb. 
Kevin wriggled his toes in the plush pink carpet of her room. He was sink-
ing. The carpet was sucking him down into its fibers. The more he moved his 
feet, the deeper he sank. He was up to his waist in pink, then his chest, then 
his head, hoping he might be able to disappear completely from the room, 
when Lao Niang put her hand on his arm. Then he only felt his toes wriggling 
in the plush pink again. 
She gently sat down on the bed, excruciatingly slowly, without making a 
noise. Kevin followed just as silently and sat beside her. He looked at her face 
and saw that she was happy he was there, but dreadfully scared at the same 
time. She looked so beautiful, though. Her face needed to be held in his hands 
and brought to his face. He needed to kiss her, but he knew that even the light-
est kiss with the quietest sound of the separation of lips would be too loud. 
He'd kiss her anyway. He'd kiss her and he wouldn't stop, so there wouldn't 
be the sound of their lips parting. They would never part. 
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Undressing Max 
Gina Rossi 
Max and I would have never had sex if I didn't force him to do it. We coulda went out for ten years, and I swear he woulda just been con-
tent with squeezing my boobs and humping my leg and kissing me, anything 
except having to take his damn clothes off. Sex was the reason we broke up. I 
was always patient at first. Max had this way about him that was very pas-
sionate. It was like he wanted to kiss you but he couldn't, like a married man 
might act. Pulling you to him, kissing you, holding you, then literally pushing 
you away, and shaking his head 'cause he was scared. What of, you ask? 
Taking his pants off, I say. Max would have rather remained a virgin for life 
than to have taken his pants off in front of a woman. So I let him touch me and 
taste me with no expectations for the first months, but then it got to be too 
much. I for one needed sex, no, not to get off but actual penetration; I was used 
to sex, and as my mother al ways said, once you start having it you can never 
stop. But I figured it was best not to rush it, and besides, I felt that it was total-
ly unacceptable for a woman to be as horny as I was. So I just kept quiet about 
it, hoping that his natural instincts would take over and the groping would 
prove unsatisfactory. I thought I would just wait him out. 
But then it happened; one evening ended it all between Max and me, and 
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it was totally my fault. I changed him in some way, or perhaps he changed 
himself and Max really couldn't handle that. I was in his bedroom in his apart-
ment. I lay, as it was my pattern to do, on my back on top of the blue shiny 
sleeping bag, which served as the comforter, my head resting on his typically 
male, flat pillow in the dirty yellow pillowcase. I stared up at his ceiling, 
watching the stillness of the square, smoked-glass light fixture with white 
flowers drawn on it. I was thinking nothing, really. I meant just to have 
patience in the time that followed-I had stopped hoping for a miracle. It had 
been five months, and he hadn't really even let me touch him anywhere but 
his shoulders. It really seemed shitty to me that I could not enjoy the intima-
cies with Maxwell but approached them by putting them into a time frame like 
I would do on my way to the dentist's office, telling myself it is only an hour 
of your life, then it's over and you can go home. Maxwell was, of course, lying 
next to me on his stomach, his face pressed into the pillow. His left hand was 
skittering around under my blouse. Tapping a nipple here, squeezing a breast 
there, then pressing and poking until I would squirm away in pain. I really did-
n't have the heart to say ouch. So I would just grit my teeth and slyly move 
away or jump on top of him and kiss him so he would stop ramming his thumb 
into the center of my nipple. And I can't blame him or anything, I mean how 
did he know what felt good, he didn't have much exposure to boobs. I couldn't 
tell him that he hurt me, because if I did then he would think that he was noth-
ing but an inexperienced virgin. He will then think he is a virgin because he 
only has one leg. He will feel sorry for himself for only having one leg. He 
will feel worthless and send me home and not talk to me anymore because he 
only has one leg, because everything negative in his life could be equated 
somehow to the fact that he only has one leg. Six degrees to disability. You 
need to be so careful about what you say! 
So I do my best to be gentle and quiet, but I feel something building. I feel 
it balling in the back of my neck, as if my head's been screwed on too tight 
and it's hard for me to move it around. The heat in the room is dry and stifling. 
I sweat and I sigh and I stare out the window to our left. It's adorned with a 
crooked, forest green miniblind that's open halfway. There is a purple streak 
of moonlight falling into the black room, over his dresser, and onto his jeans 
and his one shoe. His shoe on the prosthetic leg never comes off. Out of fear 
that I should see his prosthetic foot. And what horror would it be, really, for 
me to see that heavy metal foot painted peach, and to realize it is not his? As 
if I thought he did have a real foot, even though he doesn't have a real leg to 
attach it to. And I am thinking how after five months could he really still be 
ashamed in front of me? His hand skids down my stomach and into the elas-
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tic of my pants, to tug at my pubic hair or to pinch and grip my inner work-
ings in a most unloving manner. His mouth is pushing harder and hotter into 
my shoulder where, I swear, I can feel his drool pooling on my clavicle. His 
leg lies heavy and dead between us; it's true, you can feel its lifelessness. I 
keep thinking that I am not a virgin and the same things that excite a virgin do 
not excite me. I reason this as I count the white horizontal bars on the window, 
seven, eight ... I am reminded of high school summer night parties on back 
porches sitting on the laps of boys, French kissing and getting all hot and sat-
isfied because someone went down my shirt and whipdee shit! But it's that 
same intensity of passion. The ferociousness is there with Maxwell. It's as if 
at any moment Max may rip off his pants furiously, grab that leg, toss it to the 
floor with a thud, and come at me, but he won't. He just lies there gyrating and 
grinding his hips into the bed, hanging onto a tit for dear life and breathing hot 
and heavy into my neck. Then all of a sudden I want to see how far I can push. 
I reach for the bottom of his T-shirt as I have done every night for the past 
month. I start to pull it off, whereupon he rams his elbow down to his side so 
I can't get it up. Max has a real old-fashioned prosthetic; there is a leather strap 
that wraps around his waist just above the pant line, and it holds the leg in 
place. Removing the shirt would mean that I would actually have to see the 
strap of chipping leather that I know is there and that I have felt a hundred 
times before. I keep yanking relentlessly at the shirt as if I don't realize it's 
him who's holding it down. He freezes and closes his eyes. My nostrils bum. 
I grab him firmly by the chin with my free hand. He opens his eyes slowly, 
cautiously. 
"Take it off," I say through gritted teeth. 
"OK," he says softly, almost just mouthing it, seemingly on the verge of 
tears. He lowers his head to one side, closing his eyes again, swallowing as if 
digesting his embarrassment. He peels it off and tosses it to the floor. His face 
is red, and his eyes are lowered to my neck. His chest is broad and hairless and 
pale, he has little eastie-westie nipples, and his muscles are swollen and firm 
but not chiseled. I smile, running my hands along the smoothness of his freck-
led, white shoulders. In my peripheral I can see the brown belt cutting into his 
skin. I look at his muscular chest, and I know it's from years of being on 
crutches. Then I realize momentarily that everything does relate to him only 
having one leg, but I shoo that thought away with a toss of my head and bring 
my lips up to his, and he is a nice, soft, wet kisser, really. Having him shirtless 
really gets me started, so I scoot closer to him as he wrestles with pulling my 
shirt up and over my head. And then I'm thinking, OK, now we're getting 
somewhere. We are kissing when I slowly, sneakily, lower my hand to the but-
ton of his jeans. He jerks away and grabs my hand with his and holds it firmly. 
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"Bastard!" accidentally slips out of my mouth. 
"What?" he asks, still kissing me. 
My mind races and-"Faster," I say to cover up. He starts moving his 
mouth and tongue in an unnatural and most displeasing pace. I pull my hand 
from his and rest it on his ribs. I wait a moment while he still kisses me, then 
I go in for the kill again, roughly, hoping to unlatch the button in one fell 
swoop. He moves my hand away again, and I can feel him smile under my 
lips. And I do not find it cute. I suddenly feel a pang of sympathy for all the 
men in the world because being the sex initiator sucks ass; it is an ugly roller 
coaster of pick-me-ups and letdowns that are simply unbearable and ego-shat-
tering. Then I feel such a severe hatred for that leg that I have to stop myself 
from punching Maxwell right in the face. I am kissing him still, his calloused, 
inexperienced hands are still kneading my breasts, but I'm thinking of how 
that leg had ruined everything, and not only that, but how Max allows the leg 
to ruin everything. How the leg dictates everything that Maxwell does and 
how he will truly never be at peace with himself because when he was five it 
was crushed in a terrible car accident and they had to cut it off. 
Did he really think that after the unveiling of the missing leg that I would 
tear from his room howling in fear? Why didn't he believe that I loved him the 
same with or without a goddamn leg? How shallow did he think I was? And 
now, I began to take the leg personally. Perhaps it was the searing heat. 
Perhaps it was the rough gripping of my nipples. Perhaps it was the moistness 
between my legs. Perhaps it was his naked shoulders, the creaky bed, the 
miniblinds, the purple moonlight, the one Nike hiking boot on the prosthetic 
foot, but the next thing I knew I shoved his arms off me, looked into his bewil-
dered face and said flatly, "We hafta fuck. Now." With a nod I accentuated 
each word. I cannot be certain, but I think I heard him shriek. He tried to tum 
away from me quickly, but he had to grip his leg by some little bar at the knee, 
lift it, and swing it around the other side of the bed. He sat there slouching with 
his head tucked into his chest. Somehow, I did not feel sorry for him. 
"Is that want you want? Have you been with me all this time for sex? Is it 
really that important?" He knew that was not why I was staying with him, and 
I think maybe he just always wanted to say that to someone. His voice sound-
ed wounded, incredulous, and weak, and I had never heard him like that before 
and it infuriated me. 
"Oh, yes!" I sang, slapping on my T-shirt. "I've been with you for five 
months now, sitting around hoping to get fucked. Boy, you're onto me now! 
Whoowhee! 'Cause it's so hard for a girl to get fucked nowadays! It's so hard 
that I decided to stay with you for five months knowing full well you're scared 
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to take your pants off, but hanging around 'cause it's my only option for sex 
in this city! Oh yes, smarty pants! You hit the nail right on the head!" He 
grabbed a copy of Trestessa off the nightstand and flung it back at me without 
turning around, and it flew past me an inch from my shoulder. 
"Angie, get the fuck out of here," he spat. 
"Don't fucking throw things at me, mister!" I screamed. Picking up the 
first thing I could find, his flat unthreatening pillow, I whipped it with two 
hands at the back of his head. He hardly winced. 
"It's ridiculous, Max. Do you really think I give a fuck about the leg? I 
know it's there. What, do you think I don't know you have a prosthetic leg? 
Do you really think that I won't love you anymore ifl see it? Come on! Please, 
Max!" I saw him shaking, then his glowing freckled back rippling, and I heard 
a slight snot-choked inhalation, and I realized that I made him cry. He reached 
his hand up to his eyes, and I saw him take five or six deep breaths, and I just 
stood there feeling terrible but wearing that wiry grin I always wear when men 
cry around me. I walked over to his side of the bed and sat down next to him, 
staring out the window; he was silent. The purple moonlight fell in a triangle 
on his shoulder. 
"I am sorry, Angie, but I don't think I can. I really don't," he whispered. 
"You can. I won't look if you don't want me to." 
"It's not that." He pushed his hand out to me and closed his eyes as if let-
ting the humiliation steep, his voice became a scratchy whisper, "I don't think 
physically ... I can't move that way." 
"Yes, you can," I told him firmly. "I know you can, and if there's a prob-
lem, I' 11 do the work." He exhaled then and his curved shoulders dropped fur-
ther in. He rubbed his temples with thumb and forefinger and shook his head. 
He shrugged. With eyes glued to the window looking at the elevated tracks 
and the gray expanse of sidewalk between here and there, he slowly unbut-
toned his pants. His thick leather belt held tight above his plaid boxer shorts. 
He grasped the buckle on his right side with two hands. One, holding the 
buckle steady, the other pulling the long end of the belt. He drew it tighter, 
making the white skin bubble over, and then he released. Where the buckle 
had lain, there was a rectangle of red dry callused skin. He was still looking 
out the window. He reached his right hand across his stomach and reached 
down into the left leg of his pants to his prosthetic and he clicked something, 
like a light switch. I heard the snap then a shhhh, like opening a new peanut-
butter jar. I knew the leg was connected by some form of suction, but I wasn't 
sure how, and of course I wasn't going to ask. His neck and face were bright red, 
and he paid no attention to me as if he were in the room undressing by himself. 
Then he looked at me squarely, tears certainly welling his eyes. He placed his 
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hand over mine in my lap and tapped them, nodding. 
"I know it's disgusting," he whispered. I shook my head and began to 
speak. "No," he said, still tapping my folded hands, "I know it is, and I don't 
want you to think that I don't know how gross it is, and I'm sorry." He was 
looking at my hands, and I felt a wave of sympathy, warm and tense. My jaw 
got tight, and all of a sudden I couldn't speak. My words were stuck behind 
the massive sticky lump in my throat, and I couldn't say no, no, please don' t, 
don't take them off. Then he placed his hands into the sides of his shorts and 
began to slide it all off. You know that old saying, be careful what you wish 
for? The worst part is when you are not careful and you wish for something 
thinking you want it, and there's a moment when you're about to get it, and 
you realize with unbridled anxiety that you never really wanted it at all, but 
here it comes and you can't justifiably stop it 'cause you asked for it. It wasn't 
the leg I was scared of, honest. It was his complete unwillingness to show me 
the leg that frightened me. Then, there it was. One right leg, and the stump. 
My eyes went back and forth. One right leg, white and fluorescent in the 
moonlight, very thick and muscular, downed in curly brown hairs. Foot, flat 
on the floor. And the stump, a thigh with a few scattered curled hairs that came 
to a wide point; it was cone shaped, the top of it thick and grayish with dead 
skin. It was just wiggling there, sticking out half off the bed. The distance 
between it and the floor seemed so emphasized, so withdrawn. Then it seemed 
to wiggle comically at me. And I was staring at it. I was just sitting there right 
in front of my poor, exposed Maxwell, and I was staring stupid, right at it. 
Everything my mother had warned me against, and I was gawking, processing 
this scene, the sight of his white stump, not a bad sight, but a strange one, and 
I was gaping and boring my eyes into it, because, really, I didn't have the 
strength to look at his face. I was gravely ashamed, and for a second that 
stump felt like mine. 
Everything happened really fast then. Most of it was done before the 
shock of the leg ever really processed. He was rough. He was on me. He 
pulled my shirt off in one yank. Slid my pants and underwear off in a swipe 
tossing them on the floor. His hands were holding my shoulders down, my 
back was hot and sticking to the sleeping bag. His penis, which I forgot to pay 
attention to before, was squishing inside me, and his face was at my neck. His 
stomach lay flat across mine, and he rocked his hips back and forth, and he 
was deep inside me, and I guess it felt nice. With his arms around my neck 
then, he pushed me up and down, his shoulder blade squishing my head. I 
could feel his stump driving into my left leg right above the knee, painfully, 
so I pulled my legs up and around his waist. He was breathing heavy and slid-
ing on me from his sweat, and I think I was saying, "I love you. I love you. I 
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love you," with every thrust. I looked at him and he had his eyes closed tight-
ly, and he looked strangely far away, like when you're having sex with some-
one you don't really want to be with and you just concentrate on the physical 
sensation of it because if you think about anything else you'll be sick, and you 
close your eyes tightly and pretend that nothing else exists, and that was what 
he was doing, I think. And we must have looked clumsy and desperate and all 
wrong there on the blue of that shiny sleeping bag as it whispered and swished 
beneath us. I could feel him shaking and trembling on me, he breathed hot into 
my ear, and I felt a cool wetness on my neck. It was too thin to be drool, and 
I knew he was crying, his weepy eyes and his wet tickly lashes on my neck, 
and I was scared to look. Scared to say stop or wait or are you crying? I just 
lay there still and stunned and not knowing what to do. I felt sick with the heat 
and sick about myself, but he smelled good and musty and powdery, and he 
moved in and out of me so nicely, and he was intoxicating, and I felt tears well 
and sting my eyes. He shuddered then, and lay still. My hands worked through 
his hair, and I kissed him on his sweaty neck and teary cheek. He lifted him-
self off me with his arms and flung himself onto his back. He tugged at the 
sleeping bag and covered himself with it. Then we lay there, him catching his 
breath in the thick heat. We weren't touching but feeling the presence of each 
other, and just staring up at the ceiling. And I dunno what he was thinking. But 
I was thinking that I was going to go home and get in a nice hot bath and slit 
my wrists long and vertical with a sharp silver razor blade and bleed till pink 
water turns red. Quick. Brutal and relatively neat. The suicide I deserved, 
because I felt like I murdered him. I stole something from him that he could 
never get back and I think that maybe it was his dignity, and I felt we really 
couldn't look at each other anymore. And I knew at that moment he would 
never speak to me again, and that killed me because I loved him terribly. I 
guess I was scared, too, laying there and wondering how I would get on with-
out him. So in one last attempt I reached my left hand out to touch his fingers, 
and he yanked his hand away and placed it palm down on his stomach. My 
throat tightened, and tears rolled down the sides of my head, and I knew I 
should just get up and go, but I was so exhausted, and it was so warm, and I 
fell asleep. 
The next morning, daylight rose harsh and bright into the naked room. I 
woke exactly as I had fallen asleep, starkers, on top of the comforter on my 
back. I had a pounding headache. Maxwell was gone. I dressed quickly and 
exited through the front door, leaving the scary, dead, shameful silence behind 
me. I got in my car and drove home. I called Maxwell every day for the next 
week, before I truly understood that he was never going to talk to me again. I 
really don't know if he hated me or was ashamed to see me or what. I cried a 
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lot in the weeks that followed, not only for my loss but for my ignorance. I felt 
sorry for myself, more than I felt sorry for Maxwell. He seemed better than me 
somehow, and he no longer needed my sympathy. I guess when I really wanna 
make myself feel like the piece of shit that I am, I think about his tears on my 
neck and how I drove him to that, and how he had enough problems before I 
came along, and certainly that the likes of him are better off without the likes 
ofme. 
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An American Demolition 
Joe Nienalt 
Igot my first glimpse of the face of Bramblin when I was just turned thir-teen years old. It was peeking out at me from in between the legs of this 
Candy Feeney chick-who would come to be known as Socket Head. Polecat 
Karpinski found her one night when he was out hogging up by Port Richmond. 
Polecat fucked her and Stinky Wipreck fucked her and so did the Cerrano 
brothers and Lenny Spaz, too. They all fucked her-got the monkey off their 
backs-lost their virginity. And get it straight, every single one of the kids in 
the Bramblin younger crew was obsessed with the possibility of pussy-me 
included. 
Bramblin is a place-see. It's a tiny neighborhood in the northeast heart 
of Philadelphia. It's a place filled with people-mostly white people-too 
many white people crammed into too little a space. It's an area of about fifty 
streets with close to one hundred row houses per street-all piled up tight-
right next to each other like sardines in a tin. 
The clock tower on top of the recently closed-down Sterling Paper 
Company on Castor Avenue marks the start of the neighborhood, and the 
smokestacks that blow out black clouds and pixie dust from old Penn 
Ventilator on Kingston Street mark the end. There are so many crowded streets 
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in between, though. They're all that is left of a once-proud factory neighbor-
hood after most of the factories closed up on the workers. The streets go out 
in all directions; the streets are made of tar and asphalt and concrete; the 
streets are made of people, stink and people. 
Bramblin does stink. It stinks of hard-boiled eggs and dirty diapers. It 
stinks of freshly tarred roofs and burning marijuana. It stinks of microwave 
popcorn and unflushed toilets. It stinks of creamed chipped beef and bloody 
tampons. It stinks of welded metal and the Roman Catholic Church. It stinks 
of stale beer and mothers melting butter. Bramblin stinks. It stinks of a lot of 
things. 
I've seen all kinds during my time in Bramblin. I've seen Rudy 
Karpinski-Polecat's dad-barge in on his overweight wife Margie while she 
stood transfixed in front of the bathroom mirror, caking on her morning make-
up. The sleepy-eyed Rudy immediately pulled down his mildew-specked box-
ers, plopped his bare ass on the toilet, and proceeded to grunt and groan and 
strain his way through a long, smelly, morning shit. Margie Karpinski didn't 
even bat a purple painted eyelid. 
I've seen Lefty Marchetti-who was head foreman at Broadbent Tool & 
Die-purposefully throw himself down a flight of stairs at the factory so he 
could break his own arm and collect on workman's comp. He didn't want to 
worry about making it in on time to Broadbent every morning after so many 
nights of boozing and pill popping with the drug-sniffing dogs that hung out 
at Goldmine's Old Times Tavern. I even signed his cast. 
I've seen sixteen-year-old Denny Mercker drop out of North Catholic in 
the middle of his sophomore year and beg his Uncle Frankie to talk to some-
body and get him an apprentice job with the union. It didn't matter which-
sheet metal workers-roofers-pipe fitters-whatever-just so long as it was 
union. Two months after that I watched fourteen-year-old Shelly Lipwicky 
scream and cry for her mom while she gave birth to little Denny Mercker, Jr. 
And two years after that I saw Denny Mercker go straight to Shelly's house 
after work, give her and the baby a kiss on the forehead, then lock himself in 
the bathroom and put a .38 caliber slug in his brain. I did a reading from the 
Gospel According to Luke at Denny's funeral mass, and that summer I hit a 
three pointer with the clock running down, to win the first annual Dennis 
Mercker Memorial basketball tournament over at Bramblin Playground. 
And like I said before, I've seen the face of Bramblin, peeking out at me 
from between the legs of this Candy Feeney chick-who would come to be 
known as Socket Head. 
Mickey Batewood, my across-the-street neighbor, set it up. We were sup-
posed to meet up out front of my house at 7:30 that night. My pop-pop was in 
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the hospital with pains in his chest and arm, so my gram, mom, dad, and old-
est sister, Gina, were all out visiting him. Me and my other older sister 
Stefanie stayed home 'cause it was a school night and all. I didn't want to see 
Pop-pop like that anyways-all weak and sick with tubes and wires coming 
out of him and big machines making big noises hooked up next to him. I just 
didn't want to see him like that. 
I was out front at 7:25 on the dot. I just threw on a dirty T-shirt and a pair 
of sweats and I was out. The Batewoods lived right across the street from us, 
so Mickey was already waiting for me on my front steps-alone. The sun was 
about to go down. It rested low in the sky above the rail line that ran behind 
Bramblin playground, just across the street. 
"Where is she?" I asked. 
"Don't sweat it. She's around. Where we gonna take her?" 
"Not in my house, my sister's home. I'm thinking maybe we can bring her 
next door, to my gram and pop-pop's." 
"Yeah, yeah, yeah, that'll be good, that'll work," Mickey said as his eyes 
lit up. I think that was the first time I ever seen the whites of his eyes. 
Mickey-with those squinty, drooping, almost-Chinese eyes and thick-ass, 
half-Sicilian black hair usually covering them up. It hung shaggy on a bulldog 
face that was always covered in tiny red zits that never seemed to come to a 
head. He was happy now, though, shining even. 
"All right then, I'm gonna go through the front and you meet me around 
back with her." 
"Yeah, yeah, yeah, good. I got a couple other guys with me, too, so ... " 
With that we were both in motion-me towards my front door and Mickey 
backpedaling a few steps towards the alley, putting his hands to his mouth and 
letting out a loud whistle. 
Out of the comer of my eye I saw her-Candy Feeney-being ushered out 
of the side-street alley by Polecat Karpinski, Russ Kotts, Gary Grooper, and 
Benny Davis. They surrounded her like the entourage of a heavyweight champ 
on his way to the ring for a title defense. She was buried inside a mass of 
Starter jackets and baseball hats. I saw enough to know that she was pudgy 
and blond and good enough for me. 
First, I had to meet Mickey and the guys out back. I jogged out to the 
kitchen, unlocked the back door, and slid it open. Everybody was standing in 
the alley. Polecat was already starting to make out with Candy a little with 
tongue in her mouth and hand up her shirt. She stood there with her arms at 
her sides, letting him do what he wanted. I motioned for the whole crowd to 
come in. I knew we'd have to take her upstairs-Pop-pop's front bedroom was 
the only logical choice. He'd be away in the hospital for at least another week 
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or so, and that meant Gram wouldn't be checking his bed with her usual pro-
ficiency. 
"All right, Kicks, it's your show, where we takin' her?" Polecat asked as 
we huddled in the kitchen. I think Gram must have made escarole soup earli-
er that day 'cause you could still smell the garlic and the escarole broth in the 
air, and the smell was distracting me 'cause I was kind of hungry and my gram 
makes the best escarole soup in the world. 
"Upstairs and we gotta hustle up," I answered loud enough for everyone 
to hear and with that led the procession out of the kitchen, through the living 
room, and up the stairs. Right behind me marched Mickey Batewood, Russ 
Kotts, Gary Grooper, Benny Davis, and Polecat Karpinski-who somehow 
already had Candy's bra hanging playfully around his neck. 
"We're going into the front bedroom, into my pop-pop's room," I 
announced, as everyone followed me through the hallway. Once he had a loca-
tion, Polecat immediately took the show back over. I could hear him whisper 
to Candy, "You go in there and I'll be right in." She seemed to have this weird 
attachment to him-always following him around and flashing half smiles at 
him. She walked into Pop-pop's room without saying a word. 
Polecat gathered us all in a circle and leaned in. Benny Davis-all skin 
and bones and already almost six feet tall-held a box of Franzia wine that he 
stole from his stepmom's basement booze stash. Benny passed it around and 
we all took a big pull from the little faucet thingy. 
"Here's the deal," Polecat said as he passed the wine box. "Since it's my 
catch, I should get dibs and go first and all, but I ain't gonna go first 'cause I 
wanna go last." Polecat raised his eyebrows. He knew this would throw 
everybody. 
"For real?" Gary Grooper asked-his mouth all dropped and opened with 
nasty green-tinted choppers screaming out from behind cold-sore covered lips. 
Gary Grooper-one ugly red-headed mug who at different times in his life had 
to endure nicknames like Green Teeth Grooper and the Cavity Creep. Gary 
Grooper-who would make the next guy cringe after he passed the wine box 
'cause none of us wanted to put our mouths where Gary's had just been. 
Polecat never cringed, though. Him and Gary were best friends since way 
back. 
"Yeah, for real, I'm gonna go last. I got somethin' special in mind," Polecat 
said as he spiked up his gel-filled blond hair with his fingers. "First I gotta 
warm her up, though. You guys decide on the order. I' 11 be out in a second." 
He walked into Pop-pop's bedroom, still slicking his hair. 
"How we gonna make the order? Wanna do rock-paper-scissors or some-
thin' like that?" freckle-faced Russ Kotts suggested. Russ loved playing rock-
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paper-scissors. He loved playing everything, really. 
"Screw that! What is this, fuck.in' Romper Room for fuck's sake? I mean, 
we're all about to get laid. Who cares about the order?" Benny Davis, the 
Franzia wine-box-stealing voice of reason, chimed in. He hated playing rock-
paper-scissors. He always lost. 
"OK, hard guy, why don't you go last then, before Polecat," Mickey shot 
back as he picked at the pimple clusters on his face, then absent-mindedly 
sniffed his fingers. 
"Fuck you, Mick. I ain't goin' in last. No friggin' way!" 
"Jesus, would youz guys shut the fuck up already and let's just do rock-
paper-scissors. I mean that's the only fair way. We'll just have a quick tour-
nament and that'll be that." This time Russ's suggestion seemed to calm 
everybody down. 
"Sounds good to me, I guess." 
"Yeah, I think that'll be cool." 
"All right, let's do it." 
Only Gary Grooper didn't want to do rock-paper-scissors. "Look, youz 
guys play for it. I'll wait. I'll go second to last, before Polecat goes." Gary 
looked straight down at the twenty-year-old army-green carpeting that cov-
ered my gram's hallway floor. 
"You sure, Grooper?" I asked. 
"Yeah, man. I'll wait. Go ahead and play for it." 
Deep down I breathed a sigh of relief, and I'm sure Mickey did, and Russ 
did, and Benny did, too. Virgins or no virgins, there was no way any of us was 
about to bang that Candy Feeney chick after the Cavity Creep was breathing 
and sweating all over her-not in a million years, and I guess he knew it, too. 
Why else wouldn't he play for it? 
"One, two, three, go!" Me and Mickey faced off to see who went first 
while Russ and Benny played for third. Our crew played rock-paper-scissors 
against each other all the time and usually I'd go with paper, but this time I 
went with scissors and flashed the peace sign. Right away I knew the lucky 
bastard had me. The blockhead threw out his fist-rock-since rock busts 
scissors I was fucked. Mickey had me. 
"Fuck you, douche bag! You're stuck with my sloppy seconds, bitch," 
Mickey shouted out, always the gracious winner. 
That was that. After a quick rock-paper-scissors tournament the order was 
set: Mickey first, me second, Benny third, Russ fourth, Gary fifth, and Polecat 
sixth. If you think about it-with six guys in the mix-second ain't that bad 
of a draw, if you know what I mean. 
"You guys set the lineup yet? Who's leadin' off?" Polecat asked as he 
strutted out of Pop-pop's bedroom. 
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"Yeah, we did rock-paper-scissors. I'm up. She ready to go or what?" 
Mickey said with a sideward glance. 
"Get on it, doggone it. You got a wrap for that rascal or what?" 
"Yeah, I'm good," Mickey said as he walked toward Pop-pop's bedroom 
with hand in back pocket digging for a ribbed Trojan. As soon as he scooped 
it out, he held it up to the crowd of us and snapped it against his left hand. 
Then he was gone-disappeared behind the bedroom door. 
"Don't none of youz guys even think about not using a rubber with this 
pig, either. Who knows where the fuck she's been?" Polecat whipped a strip 
of Trojans out from the inside pocket of his sweat jacket. He smiled and let 
them unroll in front of us-they fell straight down like a light blue streak of 
connected dominoes. "I got one for everybody. I stole a strip from my brother 
Bobby. Youz know how to put one on, right?" 
"Fuck yeah, I do." 
"Me too." 
"Whattaya think, we're stupid or somethin'?" 
"I don't think you're stupid; I know you're all fuckin' stupid, so just make 
sure you leave a little space at the tip to catch the load and all. The last thing 
we need is one of our rubbers breakin' in this bitch, know what I mean?" 
"Yeah." 
"For real." 
"Leave a little space at the tip. Yeah, to catch the load and all." 
After sufficiently instructing us in the art of putting on a condom, 
Polecat's attention focused on my grand-pop's open hallway closet. He poked 
his head in and came out with a chunk of gray brick that had the year 1976 
written in red, white, and blue chalk on the front. 
"Does it look like Candy got hit in the face with this thing a few thousand 
times, or what?" 
"Put that down, asshole. That's my pop-pop's." 
"What? It's just a fuckin' brick, Sadowski. Settle down." 
"It ain't just a fuckin' brick. It's from Shibe Park. I'm serious, Pole, put it 
down," I shouted. 
"Da fuck's the big deal about Shibe Park?" 
"It's where the Phillies and A's used to play. My pop-pop was there when 
they knocked it down." The guys didn't know that Pop-pop used that same 
brick to bash my dad's head in after he was beating on my mom. I was a baby 
when it happened, but I heard about it later on from my sisters. That brick was 
special. Pop-pop worked the demo team that knocked down old Shibe Park, 
and he saved that brick from the rubble. 
"Whatever." Polecat put it back in the closet. 
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* * * 
We couldn't resist-there was no fucking way. We needed progress 
reports. Morn, Dad, Gram, and Gina would be getting back from the hospital 
soon, and the last thing any of us needed was for them to come home to a 
house full of horny, hard-dicked thirteen-year-olds in boxer shorts, waiting in 
line to bang this Feeney chick. 
All our morns knew each other-played bingo together at Joan of Arc's on 
Thursday nights. When one of us got caught doing something, it was like all 
of us got caught doing something. Who knew what kind of punishment we'd 
be facing if we got snagged on this one? At least a month being grounded and 
God knows how many trips to crotchety old Father Finnegan inside the con-
fessional box at Joan of Arc's. We had no choice. We had to take a look. 
Gram and Pop-pop's house was old-they'd lived there since 1940 or 
some shit like that and the house was built in like 1910, so when Polecat slid 
the door open, it creaked loud, real loud, like the door to a vampire's castle. 
Candy was naked on the mattress, her upper lip quivering a little, and 
Mickey just stood at the foot of the bed staring out into space like a serial 
killer. His greasy hair was covering his face again, and all his clothes were still 
on. He nervously fidgeted with the unopened Trojan packet-wrinkling it up 
between his thumb and index finger. 
"Kicks, I know he's your boy and all, but you're next in line and we ain't 
got time for this bullshit. Go do what you gotta do and take the fuck over in 
there," Polecat said as he pointed to me, then to Candy. I knew what had to be 
done. I walked into Pop-pop's room right away. 
"Let's go, man, you're out. We ain't got time for this shit. You dropped the 
ball, Mick. You're out." Mickey didn't say a word but just walked out with 
head hung low, closing the door behind him. I guess Candy was kind of 
spooked by Mickey chickening out 'cause she started sliding her little panties 
back up and that was a no-no in my book. 
"Whattaya <loin' that for? It's all cool," I said as I hopped on the bed and 
helped her slide them back down. I had to keep from busting out laughing 
'cause her panties had these tiny clouds on them with these little winged angels 
flying around playing trumpets and stuff. I was gonna take them all the way 
off her, but I didn't wanna chance us leaving them behind somewhere in the 
room, so I just let them hang off one of her ankles. 
I whipped my boxers off in record time. My dick was hard as a sledge-
hammer. That was nothing new. I'd previously gotten stiffies from staring at 
the tits of my fifty-year-old, hairy-eared math nun, Sister Mary Margaret 
(a.k.a. Kong), and the ass of Gretchen, the 250-pound mole-covered crossing 
guard who worked the comer of Frankford and Atlantic-right across from 
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Joan of Arc's and Joe E's pizza parlor. One time, I even got a stiffie from star-
ing at the back bumper of a VW bug, but who knew what that was all about? 
I ripped the rubber packet open and slid the rubber on-making sure to 
leave a little space at the tip to catch the load and all. I took my first good look 
at Candy Feeney. First thing you see are the chubby cheeks-super-chubby 
like a blow fish-then that Weeble Wobble body which seemed to steadily get 
wider from top to bottom like Grimmace-the purple dude who was buddies 
with Ronald McDonald, Mayor McCheese, Hamburglar and all them. 
Her hairstyle was all fucked up, too. It was all teased up and frizzed out 
and going in every which way. She had OK tits, a little on the small side, with 
a few fat rolls and stretch marks around her stomach and I guess she wasn't 
all that much to look at naked, but still, it was something I could finally stick 
my dick in. 
I kissed her first. Don't ask me why but I laid her flat on the bed, put my 
tongue in her mouth, and kissed her. Besides Polecat-who straight up didn't 
give a fuck-I think I was the only one that kissed her but I didn't know what 
else to do. I felt weird just right away sticking my dick in her and all. I got 
over that, though, once I started tonguing her. I got over that real quick. 
She had the worst breath-smelled like the tuna and onion hoagies at 
Doc's Deli with a little cigarette smoke mixed in. I thought maybe that the 
tuna and onion could have been transferred from Polecat since I knew he was 
a big fan of Doc's tuna and onion, but who knew for sure? 
Pop-pop's pillow stunk of Aqua-Velva, and between the stale aftershave 
smell and the tuna and onion taste in her mouth, most cats would have gagged 
right then and there. Not me, I stuck it out, for a few more seconds at least. 
She had these nasty little hairs on her upper lip, though, and that's what 
finally got me. I didn't really notice them from looking at her but once I kissed 
her I felt them rubbing up against me-all rough and prickly. It wasn't very 
long before that disgusting mixture began to take its toll-the tuna and onion 
breath, the Aqua-Velva, and the hairy-lip thing. I was about to puke, so I 
decided to quit kissing her and mount up. 
I'd seen it done in porno flicks a bunch of times so I didn't expect any 
trouble. I reached down and stuck my finger in to guide my dick, just like I'd 
seen Ron Jeremy do in the movies. Right away, Candy said the only words I'd 
hear her say clearly the whole night. She said them with a definite sense of 
urgency. 
"That's not it! That's not the right spot. That's the wrong spot! Take it 
out!" I took my finger out of whatever hole it had been in and began search-
ing frantically for the right spot. I don't know if she was bored or just impa-
tient, but before I knew it Candy grabbed the tip of my dick and led it to some-
248 Hair Trigger 22 
thing that felt warm and wet and open and new and soft and unlike anything 
I'd ever felt before. 
As soon as she took her hand away I rammed myself right on up there. 
Like I said, she had these fat rolls-Candy did-around her hips and ass and 
I grabbed onto them hard for leverage and just kept ramming, up and down, in 
and out, over and over. Right away, after maybe about ten seconds, I felt like 
I was gonna cream. Mom and Dad and everybody would be coming home 
from the hospital soon so I wanted to be quick, but ten fucking seconds-now 
that would have been completely ridiculous-a total embarrassment. I had to 
distract myself somehow, to hold out, hang tough. 
I thought of baseball cards. I was working on getting a complete set, and 
I only needed like twenty more commons and one Don Mattingly to fill it out. 
I couldn't figure out what it was about that fucking guy. I mean, I could buy 
ten packs of cards and still not get one stinking Don Mattingly. I couldn 't trade 
for him either 'cause it seemed like everyone in the neighborhood knew that 
Mattingly was the one star I needed for my set. They would always make these 
ridiculous trade offers to try and rip me off, too. Mickey Batewood, who had 
like ten Mattinglys, one time even tried to get me to trade my '80 Pete Rose 
to him-Pete's first card as a Phillie. Can you believe that? Mickey actually 
tried to get my '80 Rose for a stinking Don Mattingly. Jesus, what was the 
world coming to? 
The baseball card shit worked for maybe two minutes or so but I still 
wanted to go a little longer. I wanted to hear her make a noise or something. I 
don't know why, but I wanted some sign that she liked it. As soon as I tried to 
get a little more into it, to pump a little harder and ram a little deeper, I could 
feel it coming again. It built up inside me and was about to burst right on out 
but I wasn't ready yet. I wanted to hear her make a noise or something or any-
thing. I wanted her to like it. 
For the first time since we started, I looked down at her, down at Candy's 
face. She had these white-headed pimples around her nose that needed pop-
ping and she had this annoying little gap between her front teeth, but the worst 
part about her was the eyes. Her motherfucking eyes-Nazi blue and just star-
ing right back up at me. There was something about them, something weird 
that made the hairs on my ass stand straight up. She had these dead eyes-
Candy did-dead and lifeless blue eyes that stared back at you like a robot 
would. 
For a second, for one horrible, unforgettable second I started thinking 
about her, about what was behind those Nazi blue eyes. Was she happy? Was 
she sad? Were her mom and dad assholes or were they cool? Was she spoiled 
when she was younger? Did they hit her? Did she like school or did she hate 
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it or did she just act like she hated it? Did she care that all the Bramblin 
younger crew, almost every kid in our neighborhood, was losing his virginity 
to her? Was she happy about that? Was she sad? Why was she constantly 
starin' up at me with those dead-ass robot eyes? Why wasn't she into it more? 
Why didn't she move her hips a little? Why didn't she make a goddamn noise 
or something or anything? Why didn't she like it? 
Sometimes I went crazy like that-thinking about fucked-up shit, weird 
shit. Shit would just pop into my head and I wouldn't know why. But I could 
block it out back then, so that's what I did. I just looked away from her-up 
at the giant crucifix that was mounted on the wall over top of us and the tiny, 
framed picture of St. John Neumann that hung next to it. 
St. John Neumann was Pop-pop's favorite saint. He was from South 
Philly-St. John Neumann was-and he helped the poor Italian immigrants 
back in the early 1900s when he was bishop. Maybe that was why Pop loved 
him so much. They had a big shrine for St. John Neumann in South Philly. All 
the old Italians would visit and offer up their prayers and special intentions 
then they'd go eat at the Melrose Diner or at Gino's Steaks. Pop-pop even took 
me once when I was little. I don't remember much about it-except that it 
really scared me. I think it would have scared any little kid, though. I mean, 
they had his body there at the shrine. Saint John Neumann-dead as a door-
nail-covered in priest robes and on display in a glass case. 
Pop-pop told me that if you were a saint, your body didn't rot when you 
died-it just stayed the same-and there was St. John Neumann's body right 
in front of the eight-year-old me, with thick layers of makeup painted on the 
face, and skin with the texture of a snow tire or something like that. I thought 
it looked more like something I'd see on the Saturday afternoon Channel 17 
Creature Double Feature. It just didn't look normal and it certainly didn't look 
like the body of a saint or at least the way I thought the body of a saint should 
look. It was dead and scary and I made Pop-pop pick me up and carry me out 
of the shrine, and later on we went for cheese steaks at Gino's and I forgot all 
about it. 
I could hear voices-not saying anything but just breathing and giggling. 
The door creaked and I looked over and saw that it was open. Not all the way, 
but just enough so that everyone could poke their heads in and watch. They 
were all there, too-Polecat Karpinski, Mickey Batewood, Russ Kotts, Benny 
Davis, and Gary Grooper-smiling heads all one on top of the other like some 
crazy, laughing totem pole that I could never see past-a wall of faces that 
watched my every move. 
I turned away from them and looked at Candy. She was still not moving 
and still not making any noises and still just staring at me with those same life-
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less, robot eyes. I squeezed the back of her thighs even harder and pushed and 
rammed into her as hard as I could, and it felt like my ball sack was going to 
detach from my body and blast off into space. I made one last awkward pump 
into her, then I jizzed. Fuck hanging tough. 
I got off Candy and grabbed my sweats, boxers, and the ripped-open rub-
ber packet. I noticed everyone laughing, real loud and real hard. The wall of 
faces was still at the door, which was pushed open even more now. I couldn't 
figure out why they were all laughing at first, then I looked down and noticed 
that the rubber wasn't on my dick anymore. I scanned the floor for it and 
found nothing. I looked on the bed and saw that Candy had this scared, con-
fused look on her face. It was the first time all night that she didn't have that 
dead robot look. She was cringing and motioning toward me. Her legs were 
still spread wide open. I had no clue what she was doing and figured that the 
guys were all just laughing at her so I started laughing at her, too. 
She shook her head at me, closed her eyes, and reached down between her 
legs. I didn't know it at the time but the rubber was still in her. She must have 
felt it down there and the guys must have seen it stick in her after I rolled off. 
Sure enough, Candy pulled it out and held it up for me to take. I grabbed it and 
headed out of Pop-pop's room towards the bathroom. 
"Holy overflows, Batman! You're lucky you didn't flood the Bat Cave 
with that one," Russ said with a smirk. 
"Christ, Kicks, you coulda filled a milk carton. That thing's almost half 
full." Polecat drew a big laugh from the guys. 
"Fuck off." I made my way to the bathroom, shoulder-blocking Benny 
Davis, who was on his way into Pop-pop's room to take his turn with Candy. 
"Ay, don't flush it. All you need is your gram plunging the toilet and com-
ing up with that thing," Polecat wisecracked. Out of the corner of my eye I saw 
that he had a brown paper grocery bag and what looked like a black Magic 
Marker in his hands. 
As soon as I got to the bathroom I wrapped the packet and the used rub-
ber in a giant wad of toilet paper and buried it at the bottom of Gram's waste-
basket. While I was there I searched through the medicine cabinet-looking 
for the pill bottles that had that bright orange DO NOT MIX WITH ALCO-
HOL ... MAY CAUSE DROWSINESS sticker on them. You could get like 
five bucks apiece for Percocet and like two bucks apiece for Xanax and 
Valium over at Bramblin playground. They'd give you a pretty decent buzz if 
you popped them with a few beers, so I'd steal a few every now and again 
when Gram and Pop-pop were stocked up. 
Pop-pop was my best friend in the world. When I was real young he'd pull 
me around the neighborhood in my little red wagon. Whenever I saw a leaf, 
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bottle cap, acorn, or some other little-kid street treasure, he would stop. As 
long as it wasn't alive he'd usually let me pick it up and throw it in the wagon. 
When I got a little older he taught me how to play poker-all kinds of poker. 
When he would get up to get me a soda and him a beer, I'd fix the deck so that 
on the next deal he'd get four aces and I'd get a royal straight flush. Even 
though he must have known what I was up to, he'd always try to act surprised 
when the hand played out. 
I only knew him when he was older-old Italian man in an eating frenzy 
under a mountain of pasta during Christmas dinner-old Italian man with 
wife-beater style undershirt on and Buddha belly hanging out in the summer 
time. He was a happy guy-Pop-pop was-except when somebody messed 
with his family. Then he bashed heads. My dad can tell you about that. My dad 
was hitting my mom so Pop-pop split his head open with the brick he saved 
from the rubble of Shibe Park. 
"KEVIN! WHAT'S GOING ON UP THERE?" I could hear my sister 
Stefanie's voice loud and clear, yelling up from downstairs. I whipped my 
clothes on, ran out of the bathroom, straight down the stairs. I was scared but 
I was also relieved that it was Steffie and not my mom or my gram or my dad 
or even Gina. I thought I could handle Steffie. 
"What are you doing up there? You know Gram doesn't like people in 
when she's not at home. What's going on up there?" She was standing by the 
couch with a serious look on her face. 
"What do you mean? Oh, up there? Nothing ... I was, um, just showing 
Mickey and Russ Pop's old baseball cards for a second. They didn't believe 
me that he had a Ted Williams rookie so I just wanted to show it to them real 
quick," I said, making it up as I went along. 
Pop didn't even have a Ted Williams rookie; the oldest Williams he had 
was from 1941. Pop was at the double header at Shibe Park that year on the 
last day of the season when the A's played the Red Sox. He watched Ted 
Williams put his .400 batting average on the line and get six hits in eight at-
bats to finish up at .406. Nobody has hit .400 since. 
Some thirty-five years later-in 1976 (a year after I was born)-Pop drove 
a bulldozer through that very same ballpark. He worked construction and 
demolition all his life and he'd always talk about the day his crew sent the 
wrecking ball into Shibe Park. Pop loved Shibe Park. 
It opened back in 1909-one of the first concrete and steel stadiums in the 
major leagues. Pop's beloved A's played there from 1909 until they went 
broke and moved to Kansas City in the mid-fifties. The Phillies played there 
from 1939 until they went AstroTurf and built the giant toilet bowl known as 
Veterans Stadium in 1971. Pop stopped going to games in 1956-when they 
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installed the old scoreboard from Yankee Stadium in right center field. He 
hated the Yankees. 
Shibe closed for good in 1971. Pop was going to go back to see the last 
game but instead watched on his black and white TV set as a bunch of junkies 
and hippies (his words) tore the seats out of the ground and the grass out of 
the infield as they scrambled for souvenirs. The cops had to be called in to 
calm everybody down. Five years later, while the All-Star game was being 
played at the Vet during the country's bicentennial celebration, Pop and his 
demo team were tearing down Shibe Park piece by piece. He retired not long 
after that. Today, the A's play in Oakland and the Deliverance Evangelistic 
Church stands on the comer of 21st and Lehigh-where a ballpark once was. 
"Well, OK, but you better make sure you keep an eye on your friends 
around Pop's stuff, though. If anything turns up missing I'll tell Gram that you 
and your friends were messin' around upstairs when no one was home," 
Steffie said just before she walked across the porch, back over to our house. 
My heart was pounding like Iron Mike hitting the heavy bag. I was that 
close to getting snagged. I could barely catch my breath. Mom and Gram and 
everyone would be getting home soon, real soon, then I would really get 
nailed. The guys would be pissed but I had to cut it short. What else could I 
do? I couldn't chance it anymore. Besides, the monkey was already off my 
back. What did I care? I wasn't a virgin anymore. 
I walked up the steps and right away heard all the guys cracking up, almost 
screaming even. The door to Pop-pop's bedroom was wide open and every-
body was in there, standing around the bed. I pushed passed them to see Gary 
Grooper on top of Candy-naked except for white socks with red stripes 
around the top. 
It was sick, I know, but I couldn't help but to burst out laughing. I mean 
Candy Feeney had a bag over her head-a brown paper bag with eyeholes 
punched out of it and the words SOCKET HEAD written in black magic mark-
er on the forehead near the crease. Later on, I found out that Polecat named 
Candy Socket Head because she wore her hair all teased up and frizzed out 
like she just stuck her finger in an electrical socket or something. 
Gary pinned her legs up behind her head and he was slamming into her 
really hard-so hard that every few seconds the top of the bag would slap 
against the bed's headboard and make a shredding sound. He had this mean, 
almost crazy look on his face-Gary did-and his fingers were digging into 
the back of Candy's thighs, pushing hard against them, pinning them further 
and further back until she looked like an overweight gymnast in mid somer-
sault, trying desperately not to fall. 
For years Gary had been the butt of every neighborhood joke, with bad 
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teeth, bright orange hair, zits, cold sores, and embarrassing nicknames. Every 
insult he'd ever received was on top of Candy now, slamming hard into her-
all of it coming down on her, and she had a fucking bag over her head. 
"Come on, Grooper, show her what you're made of!" Polecat yelled out as 
Gary pumped even harder. The whole time Candy Feeney, or Socket Head as 
she would now forever be called, didn't move a muscle, didn't say a word, but 
just looked up at Gary. Through the eye holes of the brown paper bag I could 
still see those Nazi blue eyes, dead and lifeless eyes, robot eyes that never 
blinked or did anything but just looked deep into your heart. 
I could see her body straining awkwardly as Gary pushed her legs further 
and further back behind her head and I could see Mickey brush the hair out of 
his eyes and look at her with this sad grin and I could see Benny and Russ all 
teary-eyed and laughing and I could see the red-faced Polecat jumping up and 
down, yelling out instructions to Gary and I could see Pop-pop's giant cruci-
fix mounted on the wall over top of all of us and I could see the tiny, framed 
picture of St. John Neumann that hung next to it and I could see Gary give one 
last giant thrust into Candy then finally ease up and roll off. 
"All right, that's it. Everybody out, and make sure you bring your rubbers 
with ya, packets and all. There's toilet paper in the bathroom so wrap 'em up." 
"Da fuck, man! I didn't even get to go yet! Da fuck's up with that?" 
Polecat said as he looked at me with bugged-out eyes. 
"Look, I'm sorry Pole, but my sister just told me that my mom and dad 
and them are on their way home so we gotta get out and we gotta get out now. 
You know the deal." 
"Da fuck, and it was my catch, too. See, it don't pay to be the nice guy, 
never does." 
After a minute of bitching, Polecat got over it and even came up with the 
good idea of putting all the used rubbers inside the brown paper "Socket 
Head" bag that he'd taken off of Candy's head, then carrying them out of the 
house like that. Candy just sat there and put her clothes back on as if nothing 
even happened. Every once in awhile Polecat would lean over and whisper 
something in her ear and she'd kind of grin but none of us could hear what he 
was saying. What did we care, anyways? The monkey was off our backs and 
that was that. 
"All right, you guys are gonna go out the back way through the alley," I 
said as I led the procession through the upstairs hallway, down the stairs, into 
the kitchen, and out the back door. Nobody said a word to me as they left 
except for Mickey who asked if I could get him ten Percocet by the weekend. 
I told him I'd check Pop-pop's medicine cabinet and get back to him. Then he 
walked out the back door, into the alley, and out towards the street. Everybody 
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was finally gone and I didn't get caught. Best of all, I wasn't a virgin anymore. 
I could hear my sister Steffie bounding over from next door, probably to 
bother me again. I was standing in the living room when she came in. 
"Kevin ... " 
"What? Whattaya want now? Everybody's gone, I told you. Quit spyin' on 
me!" I said as I turned to face her. She had tears in her eyes. 
"That was Mommy callin' from the hospital. Pop-pop just died." 
Maybe I should have been crying. Maybe I should have been thinking 
about little red wagons and leaves and bottle caps and acorns and other vari-
ous little-kid street treasures. Maybe I should have been thinking about end-
less hands of five-card draw and vividly told legends of Connie Mack, Jimmie 
Foxx, Mickey Cochrane, Lefty Grove, and the rest of the old Philadelphia A's 
going head-to-head against Babe Ruth and the Yankees and winning back-to-
back championships in '29 and ' 30. Maybe I should have been thinking about 
St. John Neumann in a glass case and greasy cheese steaks from Gino's. 
Maybe I should have been thinking about the Splendid Splinter putting his 
.400 average on the line against the A's on the last day of the 1941 season and 
winding up at .406. Maybe I should have been thinking about the gray brick 
of cement that Pop saved from Shibe Park's demolition site and later on used 
to bash my dad's head in when he caught him beating on my mom. Maybe I 
should have been thinking about my pop-pop. I wasn't, though. I wasn't think-
ing about him at all. I couldn't. Instead, I was thinking about what I saw 
between Candy Feeney ' s spread legs a few minutes before. 
It was raw and dry and irritated looking up there and for a second, for one 
quick and passing second, I remembered seeing the face of Bramblin peeking 
out at me. It was a laughing-crying-screaming-smiling face. It was a face that 
reminded me of everything and nothing all at once. It seemed to be saying that 
this is all one taste-these tears-this joy-this suffering-this happiness-
this laughter-this is all one taste so savor the flavor while you can. Then it 
was gone. So was Pop-pop. 
Just like that. 
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I've Made Up Your Mind 
Paul A. Massignani, Jr. 
Last night I got my motherfucking groove on. I keep the face tight. It's my game. Mom's working at the Dominick's grocery on Friday, so the 
house is mine. I got my nice green-and-white tile bathroom with aftershave 
linger, the mirror silver-frames the face for me to get it ready. Robin told me on 
the phone last night, "You caramel-dimple gigolo, I bet you got so many girls 
calling you." I smiled in the mirror. I got the half-Mexican blessing from Hugo. 
He don't live with Mom no more. I rubbed Mom's slimy anti-age cream under 
the eyes. It makes them softer for the face to come off sweet. So what if I'm sev-
enteen? Your looks are yours for life. I couldn't help it; I bobbed my head and 
smiled, framed the face with my hands, smoothed my hair up glossy and black 
like those nigger-gang cars, straight up in front. I dyed a blond streak in the front 
with some shitty highlighter I stole from the Dominick's. It was looking good, 
but this one fucking hair stood out sideways behind my left ear. I took care of it. 
I just high-stepped to the bedroom, took my clock radio off my nightstand, went 
out in the backyard, held it by the power cord and whipped it against the garage 
a few times baseball style. All huffing and fuck-fuck-you-ing. It abused the alu-
minum siding and spattered all plastic clinky bits all over the patio. I felt better. 
I can get more clock radios from the Dominick's. 
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* * * 
My buddy Jim's girlfriend, Robin. Yeah, she had this ass, and every time 
we went out there to car-dealership big-Caddy bank-land Indiana to sour-puss 
jock parties with her and her Sears-catalog friends, I stared at that ass, stood 
in a comer, pulled on my cigarette hard and glowy-tip like, and squinted the 
eyes. Softly. Fuck Jimmy; she was mine. 
Jimmy's a bowl-cut black-hair run-around-the-shower-to-get-wet skinny 
bastard. He lives one block over. Big-lidded eyes and a ten-year-old's scratchy 
voice that don't match his compulsive lying fat lips. I'll prove he's a liar. 
Listen in on this shit from last weekend. Robin picked me and him up from 
my house, and we were at this Izod-deep Indiana Schererville basement party, 
all arms in the air with plastic cups and all jocks yelling fucked-up tone-deaf 
pop lyrics, so Jimmy and me were in the bathroom pissing together. Jimmy let 
a power stream in the bowl while I sat on the sink counter and ashed my 
smoke over his big dick into the toilet. 
Jimmy: Watch that shit, asshole. You' re going to bum my stick. 
Me: Hey man, so do you think Robin loves you? She was looking at me 
while you slow danced. 
Jimmy (zippering his pants, eyebrows up): Yeah, last night we went out to 
the old brickyards and sat by the river. Man, she put her arm around my waist 
and said "Jimmy, I want you to know you have me, all of me," and get this 
part (lighting a smoke), she licked my ear and damn, that felt good, and she 
goes, "I love you. I'm gonna make love to you tonight" (looking me up and 
down like an asshole who pushed my panic button). 
Me (squinting the eyes, but hard, dragging just a bit slower on the smoke): 
Bullshit, you fuckin ' lie, Jim. Why does she call my crib almost every day, 
then? You can't hold it down with a model. She's gonna be mine." 
Jimmy (smiling and throwing his bowl-cut head back): Go ahead and try 
to make her, man. I don't care how long we been friends; this one I don't 
share. Besides, man (all palm-up and the bathroom echo), I got her like this 
(dirty bastard gives me the finger and wraps his other finger around it swirly 
style). 
So that's what Jimmy's all about. Robin watched me from little cliques all 
the rest of that night. I even brushed her warm ass walking by a couple times. 
She looked back at me with those sleepy brown eyes and that long auburn hair, 
showed those Sears-catalog teeth, a smile. I did it again when Jimmy went 
outside to smoke up and she grabbed my hand sly and caressed it. She kept 
talking to her bleach-head friends. Never looked at me. She didn't even jump, 
twitch, act scared. We had telepathic lust. 
So that was last week. 
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Last night Jimmy was out on the road with his old man in the rig. I ditln't 
even think about it. I just called her. She picked it up. "Hello." 
I breathed a second. 
"Hello?" she breathed. 
"Hey, yo, Robin, what's up, baby? It's Matt." 
"Heyyy, dimples, got any schizo-mom stories tonight?" 
I breathed. "No, sweetness. I'm lonely and bored. Jimmy went out with 
Madeline and her Catholic Academy bitches, and he was supposed to pick me 
up, but he dissed me again." It was a lie, and I sighed for effect. Robin was 
quiet but she breathed heavy. Stage I complete. 
"He's with who? Oh, man, what a fucking jerk." 
"Why don't we go out, girl? Just as friends. Let's go to that Chinese 
swank-joint out there by you, by the mall." 
"You promise no touch?" She was giggling. I could feel my heart enlarge 
and shoot blood down to my dick. Feeling fine, legs spread out on my mom's 
living-room Scandinavian-bowl-looking import chair. 
"I'm a good boy," I said. "Come get me." 
One hour later and she made it across miles of strip malls, big golf-course 
communities with high gates, leaked into my garbage-tornado alley town, and 
her little Escort was out at my curb, pipe smoking exhaust in the June night. 
I always get in the car with my face on. Robin smiled and kissed me with 
her round face and dimples. Fucking beautiful, she smelled like perfume of 
women's bedrooms and her mouth was all minty, but I could tell she'd been 
eating garlic sometime before. 
"Hey, sweetness," she said, rubbing my thigh through my new jeans. "We 
going to Han Shan's?" I had the face going good. I thinned my eyes and made 
them soft butter and pulled on my crackle cigarette. Made sure to smile and 
show my dimples when I did it. You got to have an edge when you got no loot. 
"Han Shan's ... ," I said, nodding the head all slow, cracking the window a 
bit to ash. She wiggled her ass in her seat, smiled with the wide mouth, paint-
ed lips, sleepy eyes that reflected me, my face in them. "Let's go, show me 
how to drive fast." She laughed that chest-wriggling way, head back and then 
down at me again, a foggy-glaze smile while I blew smoke at the dashboard 
and again with the thigh rub. It made me hard, and I had to shift in my seat. 
We swerved around corners in her little car. Out of low-black-sky Cal City 
with fast clouds, garbage-shit Illinois full of niggers with paper shit all over 
the curbs, and into middle-class church-riddled Indiana. I kept making sure 
my face was on straight. I'm tall, so around one corner the hair brushed the 
roof and I felt a few strands pull out of place. My chest felt hard, but I sat on 
my hand and pinched my leg and set the teeth, just for a second. The temple-
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tightness went away. I thought of breaking clock radios on houses we passed 
in the sunroof, big night with all stars above. 
I looked down at the gentle triangle bulge in her tight stretch pants when-
ever she wasn't looking, and my brain started to do that thing where all my 
thoughts get bunched up and some sentences ride into the middle of others. I 
kept it all behind the face, though. I scratched her supple baby-skin neck. She 
moaned, said, "Ooh, man, that feels so good," leaned into it like a cat. I smiled 
and heard those words in my head behind the face, but I heard them like in her 
bedroom with the purple silk sheets that Sears gave her at the photo shoot. Her 
room with long curtains and perfume smell rippling, my skin against hers, our 
breaths a clear blue streak into each other's face. 
"I don't have any money," I said at a stoplight. I looked right into her to 
push in the charm, hard. She gunned it on the green light. She frowned, looked 
at me, the road, smiled crooked, looked back at me, then at her purse on the 
floor mat by my feet. "Cheap fucker," she said, and tilted her head to kiss me 
again, but, fuck, we were going real fast and she gave me tongue and all and 
fuck driving, I guess, I didn't care. Her eyes were closed and everything. Mine 
were open; her skin smell I inhaled off her face like fire in the brain. The car 
swerved and the blood all to the left side of my head and the swerve pushed 
me warm and wet off her lips and into the dashboard and the door. I kept star-
ing at her, though, to keep the face going straight, didn't want to look stupid 
or lip-twitch. I was fucking getting that mad feeling with her while she 
laughed at me with a finger to her lips and straightened out the car, with other 
cars beeping, going right at us. I'm not sure if the face stayed good in that 
moment there. 
Han Shan's Chinese was so crowded, all yellow-face business suits and 
white-bread pastel collars with blonde fuck kids in Little League outfits. There 
was that stink of far-away-China-seaweed netboats or some shit in the air. I 
ordered something really expensive, but she didn't look from behind her menu 
at me. That was good of her. 
She only had this noodle soup with lots of colored vegetables steaming 
and she would probably puke it up in her nightgown before bed. I had this big 
diamond-shape fish thing with a leaf sticking up like a feather. It was cold. 
The whole restaurant was red velvety walls and golden plastic dragons on the 
bar and menus and waiters' aprons. They played that fucked-up old prang-
pring music of Ghengis Khan fog-bamboo valleys. 
She told me, "You know, I'm so sick of Jimmy's lies and his hair, don't 
you think?" 
I was all, "Yeah, he's a fuck.in ... dork. You need something that goes 
deeper." I talked real smooth and slow to match up nice with the face. "I like 
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the black dye, but he looks like he put on a Tupperware bowl and cut scissors 
around it, don't you think?" she said, tilting her face so the bangs dropped 
across her pretty nose, her smile brilliant. 
It did something to my insides, dark, heavy-revolving in my belly. She was 
twirling noodles on chopsticks, her lips were dark red; if you cut one open the 
blood would be the lighter-colored. I stabbed my fish diamond with the chop-
sticks, but I don't think she noticed my tight grip. "Yeah," I said, "mushroom 
head." We laughed at that. 
Her hair was silky like TV shampoo commercials and I said, "Did you get 
a haircut? It looks different." She paused with noodles steaming by her mouth 
and looked into my eyes, so I softened them again. Hers were really dark 
brown in the red Chinese paper-ball lamplight. 
"Do you like it?" she said, and I could tell by her butt shuffling in towards 
me that she wanted me to make her feel secure. My neck hair flicked up. 
"I love it, Robin, I love you." I pinched myself again under the leg. She 
set down her chopsticks and swiped bangs away from her eyes, wrapped them 
around her ear, put her hands in her lap, and rocked back and forth like a kid; 
she got all watery-eyed. 
"Matt ... " 
"Don't say anything right now," I said, all white-fever energy. I was real-
ly doing it right, "Let's just freeze and have fun for tonight." I sipped green 
tea after dinner, and she ran her foot up my thigh. 
We sat facing each other on her bed. I asked her, "Can I sleep over?" She 
looked around her bedroom, and her face was tired in the cheeks. She was 
worrying. She fingered the purple bed comforter, sitting cross-legged in front 
of me, tracing little circles on my knees that stiffened my back. "Oh, Matt, I 
like you, but making love to you is just too fast. I still have feelings for Jimmy. 
You know that." She was all hang-head and lower-lip pouting. 
I smiled and stood up off the bed. She looked up all puppy-eyed at me 
while I shed my overcoat with a rustle on the floor around my feet. "I'm going 
to the bathroom, I'll be right back," I said, looking down the nose at her and 
pointing to her chest. 
I stood looking at the face in the mirror. It was all beautiful, flower-petal-
soft texture, my very own face that I made, caramel brown and full-lipped like 
the girls wanted, like mall window pictures, my hair a black shock up from my 
forehead, with that blond streak. I tilted the head and smiled. It was a girl's 
bathroom, all carpet, pink, even the toilet had carpet like a suit, with potpour-
ri like a tiny stew and an orangish glow from a smelly candle on the counter-
top. I looked straight into the face, spoke to it from inside. "Take her. Take 
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her," I was whispering. I kept saying it, the breath-feel of the words was clean 
and ricocheted off the mirror cold like when you open the freezer and stick 
your head in. "Take her. Take her. Can't go home and curl on that limp bed or 
jack off. Take her." 
There was a hamper by the toilet. I bent over and flipped it open. Stuck in 
my hand groping like there was money down at the bottom, but I just wanted 
to blender-spin up that smell of her from all the silk slips and panties. That 
scent was faint skin oil and aging perfume, the thin layer of cunt-civet sneak-
ing in with the other aromas. All the blood in my body hollering through my 
head and it made my brain swell. Her scent was in me, and something in my 
thoughts changed. Something in the way my arms and legs and crotch 
hummed and moved real loose while I smoothed the hair once more, and the 
pressure under and behind my eyes. I was ready. 
In the bedroom she lay back on the covers, knees up and legs crossed, 
swinging a foot up and down. I clenched my fists and smiled at her where I 
stood. "So, do you love Jimmy?" 
She looked up off the pillow and her head dropped back down heavy. She 
sighed, "Don't talk about him. I don't know if I love him yet." 
I lay down next to her, the bed bounced, and I propped up the face on one 
arm and smiled, showing teeth this time. "You gotta make me your lover, 
Robin, right now." 
She stopped swinging her one leg with the knee in the air. "What do you 
mean?" 
I knew she would say that. "Where's your mom?" I said. 
"She's out. I don't know. Leave it alone, Matt. We can't sleep together." 
I felt that rising in my chest and in my jock; I gritted my teeth and smiled. 
There was a moody second, blackish in my head; I made my thoughts real. 
I flipped up and over really fast with my hands ready to grab her arms. She 
screamed and looked up at me when I was on top of her. She breathed heavy 
and her lips parted every time she inhaled. I clenched her biceps. 
"What, Matt, come on, sweetie, settle down, what are you doing? Come 
on, stop it!" 
The face felt white, and I bet she could see that. The scared feeling spread 
through my skin to the inside, and I hated the way she made me feel like that, 
like she didn't want me touching her. 
"STOP WHAT?!" I was really fucking screaming it to fill all shiny-man-
sion cul-de-sacs; the face might have been shaking above her, and I shook her 
up and down into the purple comforter and the mattress, and it might have 
shown in my widening eyes, and her "No, noooo! !" yelling was punctuated by 
snorts every time I slammed her body, and I got out of breath so I reared my 
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hand back in the bedroom streetlamp light and smacked her hard across the 
mouth. My hand blurred across my vision, stung like pins. Since I was adjust-
ed to the half dark, I could see the blood really was lighter colored than her 
lipstick. She whimpered in a dog dream, hands twitching at her face like paws. 
I slid my shirt up and off, whipped it against the closet door with a shush. 
Her thighs were supple underneath me. She was panting softly, pungent 
Chinese-soup sighs on her trickling lips. "No, no ... " 
That dark feeling I got when I was twelve in Mom's basement back home 
with the porn mags came on again. Like when I first opened the glossy pages 
and saw that tanned girl shiny-skinned with fingers parting her glistening twat 
and looking back at me; she was asking for me to come into her, twelve years 
old in the dust-still air of the cold basement in my tiny shorts, dry-humping 
my dick on the old mothy sofa and not knowing what to do with it, but the 
world expanding to supernatural-playground size right then and there, full of 
women who wanted only me. I humped the sofa cushions faster and faster 
with my eyes locking on my paper-shine goddess, and the first tingle leaked 
from my dick, and I thought I might have hurt myself, but it felt good until I 
heard Mom's dull footsteps upstairs and her calling me, "Matt, honey, come 
on; it's lunchtime!" 
I sat at the kitchen table, I remember, smiling different, crooked, my 
crotch still tingled while I inhaled the salty, runny tacos my mom made. She 
stared at me with a raised eyebrow and a hot pan in her hand, scratched her 
leg with a wooden spoon, said, "Matt, honey, did you do something I should 
know about? You' re acting funny." I stopped in mid-chew, spices curling 
around my tongue. It seemed like she could see right through my eyes into the 
video room in my head, see my goddess girl and what I had done just ten min-
utes earlier. I think that was the moment I slid the face on. I smiled like 
Christmas morning to fool her and said, "No, Mom, I'm just really happy 
today." 
"Robin ... " I sighed away the tension some. All the no-language language 
of the female private-space room flicked on that feeling of me being so far 
inside my own head. 
That smell of myself came from inside again and poured out through my 
perfectly straight nose on the face. She had this black vest-thing on and a 
white T-shirt underneath, and I sat up straighter on her, and with my ass leaned 
more weight into her thighs as I ripped at that vest-thing. It fucking wouldn't 
rip, and she started to claw at me, her fingers like giant spider legs in my face, 
and the smell coming hard from inside of me like my whole body was full of 
come. 
"Fuck you, fuck you, Matt. Get the fuck off me!" I had to balance like on 
262 Hair Trigger 22 
a little raft in the water 'cause she was writhing under me. I didn't like it and 
her hands bothered the face, so I reeled in the fist, punched her, punched down 
hard like trying to smash her through the mattress to the plush carpet floor and 
dust bunnies and-puhh-the wind came out of her mouth and she started 
with the crying; her jaw ballooned and shone in the yellow, thin light. I felt so 
hot and sweaty, I got up and she grabbed her face and I flipped her over like 
a big sack. Her hair splayed out on the pillow while she sobbed and I looked 
at her for a moment, let my fingers ease over the vein in her neck. "Robin, I 
love you too much to stop; you have to let me in." Her chest heaved a sob that 
bounced me up. I straddled her legs again on the bed and ripped her shirt up 
and off, T-shirt, vest and all. She didn't fight. Her arms thudded back against 
the headboard, limp. 
Shit, man, the bra just broke. Ripped it right off. I always wanted to do it 
that way. Fucking flipped her over and she covered her tits mummy style and 
stared away from me at the ceiling like it was far away. "Please just stop," she 
said. 
All over town, I knew Hoosier Christians were having sex; it was a Friday 
night. I was going to get sex, too. "Take off your pants, Robin." 
She got real quiet, no heaving. "Fuck you, asshole," she said, with this 
lowness and rust in her voice that she never had in any nights at parties or at 
the mall. 
I felt my stomach twist sideways, and I squeezed my thighs against her, 
hard. "You gotta do it, now." 
Her arms uncovered her breath-expanded tits like I would never want my 
lips to touch anything else, white cream poured into skin in the low light, and 
I inhaled her deeply, did not see the clawing fist that she raked across my face, 
only felt her blood-deep nails zipper open the skin under my left eye and my 
nose, my fucking face and eyes! We bounced like a pony ride there in all that 
perfumed purple heaven with stuffed bears falling off the sides of the bed and 
her legs kicking. I covered my eyes and the left one was really fucking hot, like 
it had been ghetto-alley maced; fuck, I was only seventeen years old and now 
blind from this Indiana Hoosier slut. Fuck. The warm fluid I knew was blood 
and not tears began to fill the hot sweaty folds of my hand. She was screaming 
glug-glug ragged, "Fuck you, FUCK you!!" filling the whole tick-tock silent 
house, shaking the glass animals in the living-room curio cabinet, the appli-
ances rumble-walking the floors basement to ceiling, the whole cop-crawl crys-
tal-lit town stirring in their Somnopolis or pausing in fucking to cock an ear to 
this ear-whining screech symphony. Fuck if I didn't pass into this state; it hap-
pened in an instant where my thoughts just fucking left me loose-minded. I 
growled not in my voice, but somewhere I didn't know existed in my chest, and 
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she was really grinding her hips up and up, trying to throw me off and I 
screamed, growl screamed, and let my hands off the face because she was land-
ing hot lines of cuts and bruises on my neck, my fucking face! ! 
I don't know. My mouth opened and I saw her head whip to the side on 
the pillow and her cheek was there and round and soft, mouth screaming open 
to make my eardrums flutter, and I went down and her cheek was in my 
mouth, smooth and smelling like raspberry; I fucking bit down, it had to hap-
pen, it was too good, the salty taste came and her legs stopped struggling so 
much, but her hands really went crazy then; they carved deep into my fore-
head and I felt a fingernail slide into the flesh above my eye. The face was 
fucked, and I knew it, but I bit down harder into her cheek and straight into 
her insides, her life. I felt her cheek skin just give way and heard a screeching 
metal noise from her mouth or maybe just in my head like in a subway tunnel 
when the brakeman pulls hard. 
"Darling, you're bleeding." I kept petting her with the hands, like I was 
smoothing her out. 
"Leave me be ... stop. My mom's gonna be home soon. You have to go." 
I knew she was stinging. Holding that blood-seeping bite mark that looked like 
a ragged parenthesis. Her fingers kept patting it, and this little-kid-in-the-dark-
type moan just kept coming and coming from her throat. 
"Robin ... " I leaned in to her face and breathed sushi and my smell from 
the inside of her lips. She looked at me terrified like she just realized what was 
happening. 
All the perfumed adrenaline in the folds of my brain just pulsed. She 
writhed warm underneath me, sheets rumpled. The phone on her nightstand 
bleep-bleeped and we both froze, my fingers rested still on her tits. She looked 
at the phone and then me. The way I looked at her, she knew I would take a 
taste of her if she touched it. 
Her mom was slinking through the reed-ditch streets out there with lamp-
posts dragging slow reflections off the big silver Caddy, past blue-night crick-
et-song golf courses. When I bit Robin, she probably felt that pin-in-the-heart 
intuition that moms have, flicking her headset off at the dispatch counter down 
at the cop station and stabbing a pen into her hair bun, biting her shriveled 
lower lip, and squinting black eyes with mascara flaking, just like she did when 
me and Jimmy showed up at 4:00 A.M. one time and she answered the door. 
Time started to implode on me and on the red digital clock on Robin's dresser. 
The answering machine bleeped red and we both looked at it like Mom 
was there speaking to us. "Robin, hi, honey. I'm in the car. I just stopped for 
milk and juice, so I'll be right home. You OK? Sarge let me off early. See you 
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in a little bit." 
The face was all cracked away, instant-like. It felt like my cheeks spider-
web-shattered. My arms and legs just moved; I slapped the phone off the 
nightstand, and it clatter-bounced off the carpet. 
"Robin," I started in, and she was swatting my hands whap-whap off her 
pillow-splayed hair. "Cut that out, heyyy ... ," I purred. "Let me touch your 
hair just once, COME ON!" I didn't really think I would shriek. Our ears got 
ringy. 
I knew she'd be in pain-touching that ouchie-bite, ragged-edge skin that 
kept bleeding-but come on! 
"Oh, Matt, it bums! What the hell is wrong with you? Oh, God, what did 
I ever do?" 
I tilted my head to think, pursed the lips. She thought it was OK to be 
Jimmy's, is what I came up with. I stood off the bed and clenched my fists. 
"Love me." I went ahead and cracked the knuckles. 
She curled up with her knees in her chest. Sobbed words, like God was 
going to care enough to snatch the roof off the house and whisk me away with 
a sparkle-gloved hand. I knelt down next to her and tried to rub her back, but 
she tensed up and cried harder. I watched my fingertips seize up, and my hand 
trembled. I didn't like that. The big summer-night hours just wilted; I knew 
she hated me for real. 
"Let me go to the bathroom," she cried through a pillow. 
"Don't be long, sweety." There was no anything in my voice, no push, but 
I felt it vibrate in the back of my throat. She wouldn't even look at me as I 
watched her slide off the other side of the bed. Her face and milk tits were 
beautiful red-streaked as she passed the street-lit window, hands cradling her 
seepy cheek. In that light, on another night, she could have been putting on an 
earring to look pretty for us to go out. 
I was sighing, and my body slumped over with my hands on my face. 
Fingertips traced the cuts; everywhere I touched it burned. There were wet 
spots. I smelled blood. The face's future was distressed in a big way. I rolled 
over scenarios of holding plastic surgeons hostage, with my cold switchblade 
knife poking their hairy Jewish guts as I lay on a chair and got my face fixed. 
"Easier to ditch the bill," I said out loud through my hands. I got no loot 
for that shit. 
I heard the sink running behind the bathroom door. From the bed I could 
see the orange light underneath it. There was a pause in the water shush and a 
gurgling "Ooohh my God! Oh, oooh ! " I chuckled thick. Now neither one of 
us was pretty. At least she had some loot. 
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Jerry & Grace in the Car 
Jamie Lynn Viti 
Everything that could possibly go wrong with a relatively easy print job happened that day. First there'd been a problem with the plates, forc-
ing Jerry's crew to twiddle their thumbs for two hours while the Plateroom 
scrambled around trying to fix their mess. Then a giant power outage had 
blown out all seven presses in the joint, which of course snapped apart the 
paper in the rollers, and when the power finally jolted back on, none of the 
clutches wanted to work. And to top it off, a blanket washer in the fifth unit 
conked out, so Jerry had to run the length of Press 52 every twenty minutes to 
squirt cleaner on the blanket by hand. 
When the night crew straggled in, he spent forty minutes discussing the 
misery of the day with his opposite pressman, Tony Behning. Tony, who was 
not quite awake, listened with half an ear and nodded dutifully over his fresh 
Styrofoam cup of coffee. By the time Jerry swung his Blackhawks jacket over 
his shoulders, walked up front, and punched his time card, it was already ten 
after eight-and he wanted the hell out. 
As he moved through the foyer of the south entrance, he glanced at the 
glass door to the left and saw that the night operator, a fat guy with dandruff 
flakes coating his dark head, had already taken over the switchboard. He won-
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dered about the daytime girl-Grace-the wild-haired kid who, two weeks 
earlier, had been throwing employee medical claims all over her office in a fit 
of rage. He sighed and moved on with his head down. 
"Oh, hello," she said. 
Then he promptly tripped over her on the outside steps. 
"Jesus!" he blurted, jumping back. 
She stood with her arms braced behind her on the metal stair railing, look-
ing off in the distance at Glenn Avenue and its passing traffic. The sun was 
dying out, and it had faded the sky into layers of indigo, orange, and splays of 
pink. When Jerry's feet tangled beneath him, forcing him to sputter and stag-
ger, she turned her head calmly his way. 
Her appearance was disconcerting, especially the way she peered so point-
edly at him through her dark, thick glasses. Her waist-length black hair had 
been gathered up high on her head and secured into a ponytail with a red 
scrunchie thing. The weight of all those tresses piled so high had the effect of 
yanking her temples upward and gav~ the outer edges of her eyes a slanted 
look. He fumbled with the collar to his jacket and let his eyes drift down her 
casual-Saturday attire: black baggy sweatshirt, skintight black stretch pants, 
black high-tops. 
"Yeah, hi." 
He brushed past her on the top step, hurried down the next two, and was 
all set to start through the parking lot toward his station wagon. But then he 
glanced back over his shoulder, almost like a twitch had lodged in his neck. 
"How come you're still here?" he demanded. "Doesn't your shift end at 
seven-thirty, like ours?" 
A gusty, exasperated, world-weary moan escaped her as she collapsed 
backwards against the railing. She raised a long white hand to shade her eyes 
from the glare of the disappearing sun. "My brother was supposed to be here 
about forty minutes ago, the asshole. Looks like he forgot." 
"Oh." Jerry shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, then balled them into 
tight fists. The next words spilled out of his mouth as if from a great distance. 
"So ... you need a ride?" 
Her gaze jerked back to him, and she paused for a moment, her brow 
puckered and her mouth, with its bright red lipstick, frowning. Then she broke 
into a grin and straightened up. 
"Before I can accept a ride from a strange man, he has to know my name. 
Just for etiquette's sake." 
"I already know your name." 
She folded her arms and grinned a bit broader, revealing a row of white 
teeth. "Well, what is it, then?" 
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Jerry suddenly became very intent on a piece of loose gravel near his toe. 
"Grace," he mumbled. "It's Grace." 
"Thank you, Mr. Collins. I'd love a ride." 
She moved lightly down the rest of the steps and bounded up to him, her 
arms trailing behind her like afterthoughts. 
"So where's your car? Where do you live? Unfortunately, I live in Madison. 
I've been there all my life." 
Jerry turned and started walking again, aware of her chattering voice just 
a little behind him, close to his left ear. 
"I live in Madison, too. You talk too much." 
"Sorry. Oh, I forgot." Now she rushed ahead a few steps, then turned 
around and continued to walk backwards. She pointed both index fingers at 
him as though she were aiming slender pistols. "You're the guy who doesn't 
like noise." 
"I'm the guy who doesn't like havin' his goddamn private medical claims 
tossed all over the place, if that's what you mean." 
She rolled her eyes, threw up her arms to either side. The ponytail on her 
head kept time to her steps with rhythmic jounces. "I was having a bad day. 
Don't worry, everything got cleaned up. By the way, I noticed your daughter 
had a baby." 
That took him by surprise. He kept walking and chewed on his lip, decid-
ing if he should be pissed off or not. 
"Well, I guess it's not a secret," he finally said. 
Conversation ceased then, and Jerry looked ahead with a growing feeling 
of panic in the center of his chest. Sometimes the goddamn parking lot felt as 
long as a football field. Finally his brown station wagon came into view on the 
right. He pulled his key ring from his pocket and veered off to the driver's 
door. 
Grace followed and moved to the passenger's side. "Your daughter-she's 
not married, is she?" 
Jerry dropped the keys. They hit the asphalt with an unusually loud metal-
lic ping! He shot her what he hoped was a stem look over the car's hood 
before bending down to retrieve them. 
"You always ask people extremely personal questions?" 
When he straightened back up, she noticed the blood had run into his face, 
giving him a momentarily healthy flush. 
"Not usually. Usually I say nothing at all." 
"Gee, how' d I get so lucky?" 
He busied himself by trying to locate the right key that would unlock the 
door. He couldn't quite figure out why, but the panic in his chest had subsided 
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into a different feeling now-reminding him of the time when he was thirteen, 
at the community pool. His friends had double-dared him to jump off the high 
dive, and when he finally reached the springboard, way up there, nothing but 
twelve feet of open air stood between him and the gleaming chlorine blue of 
the water below. He'd been terrified, but also full of adrenaline, not butterflies 
in his stomach but giant grasshoppers, and he knew it was too late to turn back. 
So he just closed his eyes and stepped off the diving board-trusting fate to 
deliver him wherever he was destined to go. 
Once inside the car, he leaned across the tan upholstery and popped up the 
lock on the passenger's door. He was a little startled at how hard she slammed 
the door behind her, and when he glanced over, she was sitting on the very 
edge of the seat, with her arms crossed tightly in front of her. 
"So what's your problem?" he asked, his voice sounding a little more 
harsh than he had intended. 
He switched on the ignition and pumped the gas pedal a little. The engine 
turned over once, then roared to life. 
"My problem?" she repeated. 
When he looked at her again, he decided that the glasses were definitely 
too big for her small face. "Well, first you're chatting your head off, and now 
you're sitting there like I'm taking you to a funeral." 
"How fitting." She gave a disgusted snort through her nose and squeezed 
her arms even tighter around herself. "!feel like I'm going to a funeral. I guess 
I just don't want to go home, is all." 
Jerry threw the gears into reverse and nodded his agreement. "That makes 
two of us." 
"Cool. Let's go someplace." 
The suggestion jarred him. He hit the brake impulsively, hurtling both of 
their bodies forward. 
"Shit, Jerry!" She slammed her palm onto the dash to break her momen-
tum. "Drive much?" 
"Put your seat belt on, smart-ass." 
Her entire face seemed lit up suddenly, and she smiled fully at him, dis-
playing both rows of her straight, pearly teeth. 
"Come on, Jerry, let's go someplace. You want to?" 
He backed out of the space carefully, then started toward the exit, his 
hands clenched on the steering wheel in a death-grip. 
"What are you talking about, go someplace? I've got shit to do, stuff to 
work on. I gotta mow the lawn. I gotta put oil in my son's car and get some 
air in his tires. In fact, I gotta get air in my tires. And you gotta get home before 
your family starts wondering what the hell happened to you ... " 
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"HEY!" 
He stopped in the middle of his speech. She was kneeling sideways on the 
seat now, in spite of his admonition to wear her seat belt. Her left hand held 
onto the seat's headrest. 
"Jerry, do you like ice cream?" 
Half an hour later, they were parked beside the local Baskin-Robbins, 
sucking on bright pink straws. 
"I don't think I ever had a chocolate malt before," Grace announced. 
She was now reclined in the passenger seat, with her feet crossed and rest-
ing up on the dashboard. Her glasses were off, folded neatly on the dash beside 
her high-tops, and some time ago she'd freed her hair from the ponytail, let-
ting it spill in wavy disarray down her back. Jerry felt sincerely amazed at all 
that hair-he'd never seen so goddamn much on a single head before. 
"Yeah, well, this is the kind of good shit kids miss nowadays." 
He had pushed the driver's seat back from its usual cramped position and 
was surprised to find that he was actually enjoying his large double-chocolate 
malt. He hadn't thought about beer in almost two hours. 
Grace stirred her ice cream with the straw and smiled at him. "Did you 
also walk three miles to school uphill in the snow with no shoes?" 
"It was five miles, and don't you forget it." 
She laughed then, and he was taken aback-it was bubbly, like bells tin-
kling in the wind-like a child's. She was still a kid, not a grown-up woman 
that he could legitimately be friends with. What the hell was he thinking, com-
ing out here for ice cream? 
As if reading his mind, she got serious. "Hey, Jerry? The reason I asked 
about your daughter is because ... well, I think we went to the same school." 
"Fuck." 
"What?" 
"I said, oh. I thought you were maybe the same age." He forced himself to 
look fully at her, forced his voice to be cheerful. "You're what, twenty-one? 
Twenty-two?" 
She settled back against the seat again and shook her head, her concentra-
tion focused on the polka-dotted paper cup in her hands. 
"I'm nineteen. Cathy was two years ahead, I think." 
"Christ." 
Without another thought in his head, Jerry tossed his malt out the open 
window and started the car. 
"Jerry, what the hell? Littering is illegal, and why are we leaving already?" 
she cried. 
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"Because it's dark. See?" He pointed out the windshield at the ebony sky, 
as if to prove he was speaking the truth. "Time for all little girls to go home 
now." 
He raised his hand to the gearshift and was about to put the car into drive 
when suddenly she scuttled across the seat and was right there, practically on 
top of him. Her small palm covered his own, and it felt smooth, and cold. 
"Just a few more minutes, OK, Jerry? Please?" A big piece of hair flopped 
over into her eyes, and she blew at it impatiently. "Come on, this is relaxing. 
I never get to relax." 
Jerry bit his lip and stared ahead for a minute, fully aware of her small-
ness, her heat, and the faint smell of baby powder or lilacs or something com-
ing from her. He sighed, then switched off the car. 
She rewarded him with a big smile and backed up into her rightful spot. 
"Hey, can we tum on the radio? It's like Headbanger Heaven on the ROCK 
right now." 
He made a face at her. "No, no radio. You can't think with the radio blast-
ing in your ears." 
"I can't think without music blasting in my ears." 
He shrugged. "Well, maybe you're not really thinking. Maybe you're hid-
ing behind the noise." 
She stopped sucking at the last bit of malt in her cup and gaped at him. 
The tip of her tongue flicked out at the comer of her mouth. 
"Wow, I'm sitting in this car with Dr. Freud. I never thought of it that way, 
Jerry. Maybe you're right." 
"Hell, all I know for sure is, after listening to the goddamn presses rattle 
in my head for twelve hours, what I want is silence. Can't get much quiet at 
home with the baby around, though." 
"Colic?" Grace asked in sympathy, as if she dealt with crabby babies every 
day of her life. 
Jerry nodded. "Yeah. The kid is only eight weeks old and she's about the 
most miserable person in the world." 
Grace set her empty malt cup down on the dash, then brought up her knees 
and wrapped her arms around them. "Was your daughter in love with the 
father of the baby?" 
"Are you kidding? She was fuckin' nuts about him!" 
"Hmm." Grace rested the side of her head against her knees and thought 
for a moment. "Well, if the baby was created out of love, it can't be all that 
bad, don't you think?" 
He slumped back against his seat and rubbed a weary hand across his fore-
head. Nine months earlier, he'd heard this argument over and over. "When will 
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you girls ever figure it out? Sometimes-no, most of the time-love isn't 
worth it. Cathy basically ruined her life. We told her that no-good boyfriend 
of hers wasn't gonna stick around, and guess what? Can she find him anyplace 
since the baby's birth? Nope. She dropped out of college after only two years, 
and now she's back at Wal-Mart, being a cashier for minimum wage. It's a cry-
ing shame." 
Grace turned her face away and spoke so softly that Jerry couldn't make 
out the response. All curled up like that, she looked even smaller, younger. He 
bet he could scoop her up easily with one arm. 
The thought made his heart kick. 
"I can't hear you when you talk into your shirt, dear." 
"I said-," Grace repeated, bursting out of her human cocoon, "I said that 
I think love is worth it." 
He studied her, the long hair that framed her face, the large almond-shaped 
eyes with their odd grayish blue color, the mouth finally bare of its garish red 
lipstick. He reached out awkwardly toward her-just his fingertips-and 
tapped them lightly against her cheek. As he expected, her skin felt milky-soft. 
"That doesn't surprise me about you," he said. 
She smiled again, and Jerry felt those grasshoppers buzzing in his stom-
ach. He restarted the car, determined to get out of there before he did anything 
stupid. Before he took the plunge. 
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The Christening 
Deb R. Lewis 
Up on the Wisconsin-Illinois border there are too many small farms to have a good country fucking, as these two were to find out. The land 
rolled and dipped, dotted with small copses, a lumpy patchwork sewn together 
in neat, irregular parcels that flashed different greens past the headlights. 
It was a used Buick, just bought, and their intent was to christen it; at the 
very least, to find a good spot and park. The two women started north with 
oldies playing on the radio, driving just to get the feel of the whale-sized 
Buick. On a whim, they'd hit the highway, as the one calling herself Hank for 
the night put it, "to really open her up." Once they saw signs for Milwaukee, 
it was settled: they'd do it with the car half in Cheeseland and half in 
Comland. 
Hank (named Ruth at birth) pulled the car off the highway at exit number 
one. When the car rolled up to the top of the ramp under his deft hands-the 
gender and the name went together-he stopped and asked, "Left or right?" 
Mimi, the femme, leaned forward, looked in both directions, and pointed 
left. "Go that way." 
He oared the big boat westward; it dipped and turned with the roads, and 
just as one small farmhouse fell from sight into a crease or valley, another 
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would come out of hiding around the next bend or over the next rise. The gravel 
roads turned out, one by one, to be mere driveways. It wasn't like the flat 
tracts Hank left behind some ten years ago southwest of Chicago, in Grundy 
and LaSalle Counties, where you could see the headlights far off, do a naked 
Chinese fire drill, dancing a good three times around the car, and still dress 
and have your shoes tied by the time the hapless approaching driver made out 
your shape from under the worn bill of his Corn King cap. 
It occurred to Hank, however, that despite the differences, it was the same 
dusty blanket of Midwestern darkness that had covered the land then as now. 
The same dark bound the Buick to the road as had wound itself around the cab 
of the gleaming white pickup truck with which Zeke, his brother, had torn up 
many a gravel boulevard and laid down lots of rubber, nearly repaving all of 
PDM Road with it. 
Ruth and Zeke had had a blast four summers ago, and the cashierette at the 
liquor store had started up the old game. Carding Ruth, the girl had looked at 
the driver's license, looked at Ruth and back, then began the interrogation. 
"Ruth? Ruth Bleeker." 
Ruth's eyes rolled up from the counter and fixed on the girl's stony blue 
stare. "Right." 
The girl, barely sixteen and not old enough to serve anyone anyway, gave 
a hmmpf! then said, "FE-male?" 
Ruth snorted, feeling above it all as she replied, "Damn straight." Then 
she stood tall and threw her shoulders back, so that the girl absolutely had to 
notice her tits. 
"Oh," the bitch had called in a snotty little singsong, her eyes fixed on the 
siblings, but mostly on the sister, Ruth, and narrowed into slits, "Have a nice 
night, BOYS." 
Two good old boys, each standing with separate purchases at the counter, 
turned, surprised, then looked at each other and lost the fight not to laugh. 
They and Zeke had that small-town lankiness all young fellers seemed to share 
until beer took the cozy place of fucking, distending their bellies, reddening 
their faces with an alcohol burn. 
Zeke turned, his jaw so tight he could trap a bear with it, and sneered back, 
"Eat shit, you old whore." 
The good old boys had laughed on their side, but a few moments later, 
after Zeke had just pulled the truck out of its space, one of them emerged, spit-
ting mad. The feller tossed the case of Bud on the hood of his beater and 
quickly headed for Zeke's white pickup. 
"C'mere, you goddamn lezzie! I'll show you the straight and narrow!" He 
casually cupped his crotch as he approached Ruth's window. 
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"Take off!" she told Zeke. 
"I'm trying," he muttered back. It was Friday night, cruising night, and he 
couldn't get a clearing in the traffic. 
The feller reached up into the truck, high on his tiptoes, pawing around for 
Ruth's breasts like a bear pawing into a stream for fish. He got hold of her shirt 
before she could push him away. 
"Zeke, go!" Ruth looked down at the man's sweaty face, and she could 
smell the sweat of a long day's work on him. His eyes seemed not to register 
her as anything but a hated object, a thing that had somehow wounded his 
pride and had to be punished. His callused fingers brushed roughly over her 
shirt, where it had tom, and she felt the hardness of his palmflesh against her 
tit. 
"Fucking lezzie!" he hissed. "I'll show you what it's about." 
Ruth felt him pinching hard enough for it to feel like a bee-sting on her 
terrible and tender breast. As he did that, his other hand reached up for a fist-
ful of hair, but she reached out for his wrist. Unable to push it away, she pulled 
his wrist to her mouth and bit him. Without thought of hesitation, she sank her 
teeth into the divide between his thumb and his fingers, tasting dirt and sweat, 
feeling the rough, thick skin, and then, the liquid gold, the iron sweetness of 
blood. 
Her head jerked each time he tried to yank free. His howling and cussing 
struck her ear with the increased acuity of the sounds one hears while drifting 
off to sleep. She could scarcely believe this was all real, and then the truck 
gunned in reverse. The weight of the man was too much for Ruth to keep his 
hand in her mouth, so she let go as the truck lurched to a stop. Then Zeke 
jammed to drive and smashed the accelerator to the floor, tearing off in a 
squeal of rubber and asphalt. 
That was where Ruth's memory fell out somewhat. She knew they had rid-
den around for a while after that, that they had spoken for a long time, until 
she felt close to nothing. She had buried the incident quickly, like angry bees 
in a mason jar. She would never know if Zeke and his buddies took care of the 
feller, or if he vanished of his own accord, but Zeke had later told her, "Don't 
you worry about that asshole." 
Ruth had never seen him before that night, and afterward she never saw 
him again. She would have claimed-to anyone except Zeke-that she hadn't 
worried since the night it happened, but no one except the two of them would 
have had reason to listen. 
It was Zeke's fierce, brotherly protectiveness, combined with that easy 
brotherhood of in-jokes and drinking together, that kept Ruth from running off 
to San Francisco or New York or maybe, she'd dreamed, there might be queers 
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in Chicago (at least three of them) and she would fit in somehow. 
Even after Zeke quit drinking, they continued sipping together from the 
curves of the river-valley roads and the small-town chicks alike. On hooter 
patrol, they told each other; still, they were as happy to find an owl as a girl, 
maybe happier-certainly there was more awe in it. 
Back in those days, Ruth's brother had steadfastly refused to ride when 
she drove, afraid-though she didn't attempt half the crazy shit he did. He 
drove all speed and fishtails, even the occasional stale doughnut, trying to 
freak his sis out. And Ruth-or, in retrospect, had it been Hank?-knew bet-
ter. She wore a seat belt and relaxed for the ride. If Zeke thought he'd suc-
ceeded in scaring her, betraying his game with a grin, Ruth punched him full 
on, her shoulder behind it. He'd laugh high in the back of his throat, the sound 
of it like a horse's whinny, and sock her in return, without pulling the punch. 
It made her wish she had his muscle-this was a contest for manhood, after 
all, something like that-but that was all right, she could take a punch better 
than he could. The funniest part was that he wouldn't ride shotgun with her, 
afraid even though she didn't do the crazy shit that he pulled all over the 
damned county and back again. 
Zeke couldn't have driven these roads like that. 
Hank recollected, too, the trip home with Mimi from Indy to Chicago. 
They'd been in Mimi's old Pontiac, the one that died just this past week. It'd 
been the same brand of dark then, too, he thought as his inward grin toned 
down into a sense of satisfaction, when the Hoosier night enveloped them. 
"Ruth?" Mimi had asked quietly from the driver's seat, as if there were a 
question of sleep and wakefulness. "This is the road Larry Eyler did his killing 
on," she said after the young woman, Ruth, turned from the passenger win-
dow. "He'd pick up a hustler or some dumb fag down in Terre Haute and head 
for Chicago. He'd kill 'em and fuck 'em or fuck 'em then kill 'em, then dump 
them in an old barn or a ditch somewhere along this stretch." 
Hank recalled peering out. It'd certainly been dark enough; such a thing 
could easily have happened, missed even by the eyes of walking spirits. Ruth 
had shivered a little in her nakedness. That's exactly how dark that night had 
been. 
"Are you cold?" Mimi had asked. 
She shook her head, and she hadn't been, either, even if it was February. 
The Pontiac had run long enough to be warm and smothering. 
"I'd be glad to tum up the heat," Mimi offered, grinning. Miles back, at 
the motel, she'd said that since Ruth had kept her up all night, the least the 
young miss could do was keep her driver awake and entertained. 
Ruth shook her head again, almost smiling back, unwilling to admit that 
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she was the least bit afraid. "Just a brief chill." 
At that moment, the Buick pulled into the rutted dirt in front of a farm-
house. The gravel road had been nothing more than a long driveway. The cur-
tains of a first-floor window parted long enough to let a triangle of light 
through; then, as Hank backed the car out, the dark shape of a head disap-
peared, swallowed by a closing darkness. 
"Some farmer's going to come out and blow our heads off," he muttered, 
pulling back out onto a paved sidewinder. 
"No they won't," said Mimi, putting her hand on his. "We'll be fine." 
After another mile, Hank turned down another gravel lane with close trees 
on each side. It, too, turned out to be a long drive, but it led to an unfinished 
cul-de-sac. At least two of the houses were occupied, so he turned the car 
around and pulled up just beyond the trees, halfway between the houses and 
the paved road. 
Once that brave little Pontiac had gotten out beyond the small city's lights, 
Mimi had told Ruth to take off her shirt and bra. "When we pass somebody, 
now, I want you to hang those tits out the window. Show 'em what you got 
that they can't have-'cause it's mine." 
"What if I fall out?" she'd asked, suddenly fearful of the possibility. 
"You won't." 
Well, pretty soon, Hank thought, I was sitting in the front seat of her car 
without a stitch on, her telling me to press my tits up on the cold glass of the 
window for every trucker we passed-my face so flushed. I felt incredibly 
bashful and was afraid that at any moment we'd be pulled over for something 
on those dark Indiana roads. You never know what those local sheriffs are like. 
Newton County, where Route 63 runs, lay flat and dark and the night sky was 
overcast, so there was nothing to see in the murk beyond the headlights. The 
dashboard glowed, reminding me of the old dial faces on luminous watches, 
lighting her face from below. 
Hank put the Buick in park, and the engine noise changed from a low and 
quiet hum to something like the blowing of an industrial fan. Then he turned 
the oldies station off and looked at Mimi. The dashboard lights glinted off her 
glasses in a nuclear-green luminescence, and under all that she was smiling at 
him. He shivered briefly and grinned with narrowed eyes, kind of a twin wink, 
then opened the door and stepped out onto the dusty road. 
They met in the red glow of the taillights. Hank turned, looking off in the 
direction of the houses, and couldn't see them-though he was aware of them 
all the same-as Mimi hiked up the hem of her dress and leaned over the 
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trunk, sticking out her rump and wiggling it as a little joke. Her movement 
made the back end of the car sink and rise. 
Needs shocks, Hank thought, still feeling skittish about being out in the 
unfamiliar open, as he unzipped his fly and brought out his stiff, black rubber 
cock. It warmed his hand, keeping a reserve of heat against the chill night air. 
He slunk up from behind and took her, certain that the open zipper of his jacket 
felt cool against her skin-her ass was cold, but as he guided the head through 
the folds of her fleshy cleft, looking for the gate of his entry, she emanated 
heat from her cunt-it was like that game of "hot and cold" he used to play as 
a tomboy. 
The trees to the immediate right and left looked like bloody arms rising 
out of the soil, reaching for the sky through a tangle of scrub. They grew dark 
and darker back toward the houses behind him. The quiet was eerie-even 
with the incessant cheebing hum of the tree-frogs, and once in a rare, rare 
while he could just make out the passing whisper of some distant auto, and 
then the wind came rollicking through the trees and the invisible fields on 
either side of the road. It blew in the chill and damp, squirreling up his sleeves 
and down his collar, even into the fly of his jeans, giving him the creeps. 
Someone might be in the field, out among the dried-up cornstalks, and he 
looked for comfort straight ahead in the broad cast of the headlights, but as the 
red on the bark became blanched by the halogens, they paled into a vision of 
raw nerves. He continued a scattershot lookout, afraid some man might come 
from one of the houses, gun in tow, and it did not escape him-how much of 
a monkey he was, with this furtive humpin' from behind. 
He looked down at Mimi's pale white ass, her small, sweet moon, and felt 
for the first time deficient, wanting to relax and savor her as he did within the 
safety of the four walls of home. She obviously wasn't worried. She had done 
this before, perhaps, and he wondered without jealousy who it might have 
been, if she'd had to coax them, if she'd been nervous her first time, or if she 
was just naturally more trusting than himself. Or if Zeke would ever dare do 
this, if Zeke would be nervous-though he'd have less to worry about if he 
were caught; at least his cock was permanently attached. 
Hank imagined, for family's sake, that Zeke's dick had to be a big one, and 
wondered about its shape. When they drove around, Zeke might once in a 
while stop to drain his tank back by the tailgate, watering the high grass and 
farmer's fencepost alike, and it hadn't been exactly sisterly to look, so she 
hadn't. And if she had to go, she kept her mouth shut unless it was desperate. 
It was an embarrassing thing to look for an open toilet at that hour, and it usu-
ally brought their joyride to an end. It was a little late, but last summer, Mimi 
had told her it was possible for a woman to piss standing up, but Hank was too 
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shy a boy to ask exactly how. If his own cock were real-well, it was real; he 
could feel it sometimes, even with the harness off. He could feel the hardness 
of his body, what it would be, what it could be, what he wanted for it, at times, 
to be: dense, hard-and-taut-thick with muscle. His hands would be bigger, 
meatier. If he'd been born with a cock, it would be seven-and-half inches long, 
as thick around as his wrist, and he'd be able to write his name with it in ten-
foot letters. But right now, the whole of it seemed distant to him; the rubber 
was only a piece of rubber, and even if it was working for Mimi, he himself 
felt strangely impotent. 
What kind of animal am I, that I can't do a natural act in nature? he 
thought, even as he put his hands on her hips to hold on and keep himself from 
falling out. Over the millennia, he had lost his fangs and claws, his fur, his 
strength, his instincts, until now he was simple human pulp. 
Even so, it was hard for Hank to remember that this was a woman's body 
he wore, a woman's frame he'd been sewn into, with curves and tits and whole 
planes of softness. Sometimes it was all right. Sometimes he could deal with 
it or even relish in it, playing the slutty little girl, or whatever, but right now, 
it was like being trapped in a nightmare. He hadn't worn a bra, and wouldn't 
wear a bra when he had his dick on, and the soft rhythm of his breasts now 
pulled his energy away from his cock. The cold had made the nipples hard, 
and they sang now in a way that made him want to divorce them. 
He reeled back to that girlie adventure of theirs on the Indiana pavement. 
I shivered again, feeling naked and silly. 
"Push 'em up for me," she'd said, watching until I held my tits in my 
hands, cupping them from underneath-these two pendulous breasts which 
filled my hands and hid my palms from view. The way her glasses shone, the 
way her face beamed with interest chased off my silliness-and my body didn't 
strike me so queerly right then but began to make sense to me. Her prurient 
interest in me turned me on. She gave a low, appreciative, "Damn!" Then she 
asked, "You have heard of Larry Eyler, haven't you?" 
I said no, I hadn't, though the name sounded familiar. 
She was distracted from her own story. "Now play with yourself. Come 
on, let me see you. But don't you come 'til I say so." 
Then Hank found he couldn't get his brother's dick out of his head. He 
imagined seeing, as a woman, what that might be like, wishing that she'd 
snuck a peek at him-even if it might be better not to know. Hank didn't trust 
men very easily, certainly not a live cock, but he could trust Zeke. Zeke he 
knew, Zeke was his brother, Scorpio to his Cancer and all that good stuff. Yes, 
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he-she-could relax with him, and allow herself to be filled up. If they did 
it, and now she wondered if it was something within possibility, it would be 
only once; for however many hours or days it might last, they'd wear them-
selves out with challenges: he would want to outlast her, she would want to 
exhaust him, he would want to make her be his sister and tum her straight, and 
she would want to bend him over, fuck his ass, make him see her, on some 
level, as a man equal to himself, and force him a notch into the queer scale. 
Relax that boy's asshole, and make him wonder if he's a faggot, even if 
he's not. Hank smiled briefly to himself between thrusts. Zeke wouldn't ever 
be gay, but he might someday let a girlfriend, a fiancee stick her finger up his 
ass. It would make him a better lover and husband. 
"You're out," Mimi said, bringing him back. 
He reached down with his hand on his cock and sought her hole, guiding 
the head, now slick with Mimi's clear, whitish spooge clinging to the crevices, 
back into her, feeling guilty for not being more present. He pushed into her 
until completely sheathed in her, then bent forward, his chest on her back, 
somewhat to rest, somewhat to shelter her, to keep her warm and close, but 
mostly, and all the better, to reach around and pinch her nipples until she 
squirmed and her cunt muscles clamped down on his cock. 
He felt it distantly, then straightened back up, surveying the scene: noth-
ing had changed, except that the night air had grown that much colder. The 
trees still looked raw, and the stillness remained tenuous-it felt like hunting 
for the stairs to the basement with one's feet in the dark, with no rail to cling 
to or to protect you from falling if you misjudged the distance. 
So I spread my legs wide, stuck my right hand in my crotch, and started 
rubbing my clit with my middle finger. Far ahead of us, on the next rise, I 
made out the taillights of another vehicle. 
"Comfortable?" she asked. 
I nodded, even though I felt a little awkward. I was somewhat over my 
shyness, getting further past it with each stroke, sinking into my own steam. 
That was when she gunned it. 
"See that truck up there?" she teased. "We're going to pass it, and that dri-
ver's going to look down out of that cab and see everything." 
My thighs tingled as we got even with him. Since there wasn't any oncom-
ing traffic, we paced him a little ways, but he seemed strung-out. He wouldn't 
look at us, so she went ahead and passed him. It was then that she really began 
to spin the tale about how Larry Eyler would pick up gay hustlers, kill them, 
and dispose of the bodies along this very highway. 
I was much too wet for anything at that point. 
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"So Eyler, you know, is rumored to have been part of this ring that runs 
from Texas all on up to Michigan. They send each other photos, that sort of 
thing. They pick up gay guys and off them for kicks. There's no way law 
enforcement's going to figure it all out, because no one cares all that much 
about these victims. Besides, I know this guy-a reliable source, if you get my 
meaning-Eyler's buddies have clout. No way they're ever going to jail." 
I kept rubbing, in faith that friction would eventually take its rightful place 
between my clit and my finger pad. Now and then, I paused to wipe out some 
of the wet in my pubes or on my thigh or belly or chest, then went right back 
to it, a dutiful masturbator at least as faithful as Don Quixote. 
"Ever since they found old Eyler out and caught him, there's usually a cop 
at these crossroads, waiting to pull over any car that looks suspicious. He's 
probably back behind that clump of trees, so you might as well get ready." 
Ahead of us lay an intersection with four separate lights glaring down so 
severely as to kill all gray tones, casting the remaining shadows to fearful 
depths. All it called for its completion was the appropriate chair, where one 
could be interrogated and executed all in the same sitting. I peered into the 
shadows beyond the diamond of lights but could make out nothing. 
"Don't stop now, baby. We had a deal. You've got to keep me entertained." 
Her voice sounded unnaturally serious. I eased back against the seat, and 
recommenced my one-fingered stirrings. 
When we shot through the brief window of light without incident, I was 
certain she'd been joking. Even so, I watched the side mirror until the inter-
section faded to a single white point in the distance. If she was amused, she 
kept it hidden from me. 
"You see," she continued, "Eyler would pick up one of the gay boys, they 
were, oh, probably around your age. Maybe younger. He'd get them in his car, 
see. Some of them would have gone to Chicago and lived on the streets just to 
get out of Terre Haute or Bloomington, or whatever hellhole they came from. 
They'd get that Kerouac thrill going and want to get into everything." 
I got back into my groove. I could just picture Paradise and Moriarty and 
Cassady, driving in this whale of a car on a hot summer day, maybe smoking 
a joint or maybe drinking from a fifth, but they had their pants undone, giving 
each other hand jobs, shooting seed out the open windows. The wetness I'd 
felt receded, but I still felt a little jumpy-too sensitive. I tried to chill out like 
the Kerouac boys, thinking-and seriously at that-Ride that jazz groove, 
baby. 
"You know how those fags are. They'd get horny, just by virtue of the fact 
that they were finally escaping, that they were on this adventure. I mean, 
they'd be rock hard. If a guy wasn't hard, Eyler'd feel him up through his 
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trousers, and then he'd ask him to show his meat. Of course the guy loved it, 
having his cock adored. Kind of like your tits are adored." She angled her head 
at me to make the point, her eyes off the road for what seemed a long time, 
even though I was beaming at her, even though I had already pushed my chest 
forward a little in that way the breast-obsessed seem to like. 
The next bright spot was a Union '76 station, and she indicated it with a 
nod. "See that pay phone on the right? There used to be another one next to it, 
and sometimes Eyler would call from it, just to taunt the cops and let them 
know he'd picked up another one. People kept coming to gawk at it, so the 
owner took it out." 
The station's fluorescent lights played across my chest without lending 
any color to it; my skin looked nearly gray. The round orange-and-blue sign 
seemed too bright and cheerful to be connected with such trouble, and I took 
that as a misnomer: the very unlikeliness of it made the story seem that much 
closer to sworn testimony. 
"So Eyler would have this guy stroking his boner, flattering him. He'd say, 
'Oh, come on, man, with a cock like that? You gotta show me your body.' Sure 
enough, they'd strip those clothes right off, throw 'em all right in the back 
seat, where they couldn't get to them in a hurry if their lives depended on it." 
I thought of my own clothes, sitting in a rumple at my feet. I was starting 
to get sore from sitting in one position, so I put my right foot up on the dash. 
She sighed an "oh yeah" in appreciation. My leg hairs reflected an ethereal 
green from the lights of the dashboard; then, when we happened upon one of 
the rare streetlights, they turned white-silver. 
As we came up on a full-service Amoco, she said, "You don't see that very 
often anymore. You' re too young to remember." 
I frowned at her in protest; she might be older, but we weren't that far 
apart. "I remember full-service stations. I also remember when they asked if 
you wanted leaded or unleaded." 
"Well, do you remember how lonesome those boys looked in their uni-
forms? Put your tits up on that window. Imagine how cold and lonesome that 
poor boy must be on a night like this. Look at him moving around just to keep 
warm. Come on, give him a little something to warm him up." 
I untangled myself to tuck a leg under my ass and turned, pressing my 
breasts together against the glass. The cold made me gasp. The high school kid 
stopped in midshuffle as he made out my shape. His shoulders relaxed as he 
forgot to keep himself huddled in for warmth, and the cloud of his breath 
boiled out of his open mouth. I felt compassionate right then, immaculately 
benevolent. I had succeeded in an act of charity: I was sure the boy felt the 
warm wonder of the season and that the cold had been, for however long, for-
282 Hair Trigger 22 
gotten. 
I settled back down once again, this time feeling fresh, slutty, and vibrant, 
as cheeky as holy whores, and all kinds of other things I equated with wild 
femininity, and I was ready for the final stretch. She seemed to notice the 
change in me, the simmering rebellion, my readiness to come whenever the 
notion took me, whether she gave permission or not. 
"You realize," she had said, "that where he killed a guy depended on how 
far he could travel without shooting his wad." 
Hank took hold of her hips again, shifted again for the sake of balance, 
pushing gravel out of the way with his feet. He thrust harder, the front of his 
hips hitting her buttocks through his jeans. 
"Oh yeah," said Mimi, and he smiled to himself that she felt the differ-
ence, even if all his own nerves were too severed for him to feel her warmth 
and heat. 
He worked until the car developed its own rhythm, until the three of them 
rowed in sync. And then she flushed hot, he felt the change in her with his 
hands, the way she rose hard, then relaxed. Even so, he kept going, pushing 
into her, rocking between his knees and hips, and they chugged past the first 
quick coming, until she had given herself three times in succession-each 
coming a small one, one coming on top of another. 
He stopped and yet there was no sense of resolution, because he couldn't 
relax or focus on the singularity of energy between them. He realized that he 
had wanted to pull it out of her, to drain her warmth into himself, and some-
how, he had done the opposite. What energy he hadn't dispersed to the four 
winds with his fear, he had pushed into her and now had nothing to give. He 
released her, empty-handed, and they straightened up. 
Mimi dropped her skirt, but Hank kept his cock out. It was still firm, as 
always, but he felt it more keenly now. It was a rarity for him to come so sim-
ply; that might have happened once in the whole of his life-but at least he 
would feel something besides cold, numb, and lonely, something besides this 
fear that had taken him by the scruff and shook him. He would focus instead 
on their energy, on driving a ball of heat into her, and once it had cycled 
through, he would feel a sense of resolution, of relief and release, but the cir-
cle hadn't completed itself this time. He had remained too wary, able neither 
to focus the energy, nor to relax into its flow. He'd had no heat to give. 
He left his cock out in the open to air as they returned to the car, then sat 
with it out-looking periscopic, and hoped that this casual little gesture might 
relax him. He could at least feel the cock's presence now, even if lost as to why 
it should wake after the shouting was over, when calm had reestablished itself. 
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It came to him that he'd felt safer riding naked in the Pontiac than he did with 
just his cock out in the open air; the numbness was wearing off because he felt 
safe again with his sweet meat secure in the shell of the Buick. 
Mimi pinched the head of it with her freckled fingers, making him jump 
and squirm, asking, "What's this?" 
"I'm waiting to christen her," he answered. It was part of the truth. He 
looked Mimi over from knees to nose and realized that she hadn't picked up 
on his lack of connection outside. 
Her thin brows drew together. "I thought you were going to do that out-
side." 
"But you haven't given her a name yet. We can't christen her without a 
name." 
Mimi protested that she hadn't had time to think, but finally gave in. "All 
right then, call her Ruby." 
He whacked his cockhead against the steering wheel the way he'd seen 
porno-boys bludgeon each other's faces between lip-dips on the old dipstick. 
He banged on it with each word, feeling hearty now. "And you shall be known 
as Ru-by," he said, punctuating "Ruby" on each syllable. 
Mimi laughed, putting her head on his shoulder, tickled that he went to 
such lengths for her. Her touch made him feel complete and easy to the point 
of feeling magnanimous. It was this that finally took the edge off him: the 
weight of her head on his shoulder, and the feel of her hands on his biceps. He 
could drive to the end of the continent now, and back again with her, no doubts 
in tow-only sunshine and warm southerly gusts. 
After that, they found their way back toward the highway, stopping at a 
truck stop for gas, going in for water and beef jerky. Mimi picked up first one 
thing, then another, only to lay them all down again, as Hank told her, "Get 
what you want, dolly. I'll buy you the whole store." His wallet had swelled in 
his back pocket, and he had the urge to spend this feeling on her in the form 
of cold, hard cash. 
She took his hand and led him back to the large, open-faced coolers. Still 
in giggles, looking around, aware that they could be offending local custom, 
and since they were, after all, in the Dairy Belt, she picked up some string 
cheese so she could feed it to him by hand as he drove. 
He grinned and promised: "And I'll flex for you, baby." 
The red-eyed grease monkey behind the counter rang them up with tired 
eyes, too beat to have any regional pride. They tried not to laugh too hard in 
his presence. 
On the way out, Mimi took a hat in the shape of a giant wedge of cheese 
and perched it on Hank's head. He angled it low and smart, and asked what 
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she thought, but she only laughed at him. He could feel the alien uncertainty 
again creep into his blood. He caught himself thinking of his brother: It's a 
good thing we're dykes, or I'd never introduce them to each other. If he'd been 
born male, he was sure, he'd have felt it all the time, this distrust of everyone 
and everything, this need to herd on a good day and to wolve on the bad. 
Testosterone would only fertilize his flaws , growing them into different beasts 
than he himself was in the habit of handling. 
He took the hat off soberly and opened the door for her, and instead of 
holding the crumpled top of the bag in a fist down at his side, he held the 
whole of it on his hip, the way a woman holds a small child. 
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The Lemon Shake-Up 
Lauri Coup 
Dear Boone, I'd like to entitle this letter "My attempt at attempted suicide" or 
"How Beth stepped up to the brink of the great beyond, but at the last minute 
changed her mind and had a snack instead." Of course, I realize that the fact 
I'm writing you a letter about my suicide attempt kind of kills the suspense. I 
didn't die. Really, I didn't even try that hard. And none of this is funny. It's 
not very funny. 
So you'll be wanting to know what happened, and how it all "went down," 
as the cool people would say. And the thing is-I'm not sure. 
I would bore you with the gory, sob-story details of how Jack walked into 
the restaurant and then walked out again. How he looked at me with deep gray 
blue eyes and curled me inside his arms, and then quickly mumbled a tom 
good-bye-leaving behind the animate pile of gray ashes that was suddenly 
me. I could tell you how it felt to work the last four hours of my shift like that. 
I could tell you how it burned hot then cold when I accidentally-on-purpose 
sliced my finger open-deep-with the bread knife so I wouldn't have to 
close. But really all that matters is that I came home from work, and I took off 
all my clothes-my jeans are still in a two-leg-holed clump on the floor-and 
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walked into my bathroom, and thought about slitting my wrists. That's what 
people who want to kill themselves-but only a little bit-do. They slit their 
wrists. That way paramedics still have time to come over and put pressure on 
long, jagged gashes running up forearm veins, stitch you up, and give you a 
pat on the head and say: "Feel better, chickadee, and here's a 1-800 number to 
this great therapist I know." 
Not that any of that happened, mind you. I didn't even make it to the wrist-
slitting part. I walked into my bathroom and lit a candle because, you know, I 
thought suicide by candlelight seemed much more appropriate. Kind of 
romantic. Noir-ish. 
So I'm sitting there naked-kneeling, actually-in front of the pink toilet, 
with my pink candle flickering gruesomely, my cold butt resting on my colder 
heels, my bandaged finger throbbing, and the tiny pink tiles making little 
square indentations in my knees. And I decided I should do a prayer. And none 
of this is funny, Boone. And none of it came out like this-none of it was really 
pat and pretty and lilac-scented like it sounds in this letter. It was all tears and 
snot and hopeless and wanting to swirl down the drain of the pink-on-pink 
bathtub. But that's some depressing shit. And I'm alive, after all, so I don't 
really want to think about how my reddish blood would have looked on pink-
ish tile, and down into the silvery drain. 
I started to pray: The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want ... Except I 
couldn't seem to get very far. Every time I would start a prayer I would stop 
and stutter and get all jumbled up in my brain with something totally ridicu-
lous, like the cheesy voice in that old commercial that says, "Choosy moms 
choose Jif!'' And then I would get lost, lose the prayer because I'm thinking 
about goddamn peanut butter. And how, Boone, how are you supposed to step 
buck naked into your bathtub and slice your wrists open (upward, along the 
vein) and slowly die when you're thinking about a nice peanut-butter-and-
jelly sandwich and a cold glass of milk? 
But it wasn't funny, and I didn't want to think about peanut butter; I wanted 
to think about God and Death and Life Everlasting and Salvation. But my body 
had other ideas, and it was like there was some Game-Show Jackass inside my 
head-just to the left of my brain-standing there with his ultra-white teeth, 
checkered sports coat, and stiff black bow tie, saying, "Hey, folks, what I think 
we need is a little LEVITY here!" And an applause sign just behind my eye-
brows flashed, and the words ricocheted around the inside of my head, past 
my eyeballs, and over to the other side of my brain where the studio audience 
waited patiently and then, on cue, burst into enthusiastic cheers and applause. 
And still, I tried. Squeezing my eyes shut and grimacing, thinking back to 
confirmation class, back to junior high, when my family was still pretending 
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to be the Happy Midwestern Family Unit and we went to church, even though 
afterward Mom would slam one door and Dad would slam the other. I thought 
back to the time when I sat Indian style on my bed, poring over my part in the 
confirmation ceremony: And so Jesus was resurrected ... and so the little 
children were saved ... While just down the hall, my mother 's screams rever-
berated against family portraits, hysterical words, highlighting the plastic 
smiles of the stiffly posed pictures. While outside, the sound of my father's car 
roaring down the driveway slapped my glass like heavy rain. And it was that 
day, the day I memorized my part in the confirmation ceremony, that Dad 
decided not to come back. 
And I tried to remember those confirmation words, those words I had 
memorized so carefully on my yellow, canopied bed. I tried stringing one after 
another in my mind, like beads on a string. But those old junior high words 
were gone. 
But, determined, I started again: The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want 
... punching each important syllable hard, so that they pulsed inside my head, 
hoping that would jump-start the old memories, and suddenly I would be able 
to pray. But again, the words stopped, flooded-dammed themselves, and in 
their place came the lyrics of this show tune, this stupid-ass show tune I had 
performed one time in summer stock-one hot, sticky, high-school summer 
when the world still behaved as it should, and everyone could smile and real-
ly mean it. And those lyrics flowed through my head, stubborn and bubbly, 
and I couldn't help but mumble them aloud: 
No matter where I run, I meet myself there. 
Looking inside me ... what do I see? Anger and 
hope and doubt, what am I about? Where am 
I going? ... You tell me. 
And, Boone, I sat there, or actually, kneeled there, humming this dime-
store, tap-shoe sentimental song. And how funny it is-I thought to myself on 
that pink, cold, tile floor-how funny it is that I'm getting the answers, the 
answers the Lord is My Shepherd couldn't give me from a goddamn summer 
stock show tune. And you want to hear something even funnier? Given my 
life, and the way my life always goes-given all that, learning the meaning of 
life from some show tune isn't that ironic after all. 
And then, as my knees popped from crouching, and as I turned to sit on 
the very cute, very fluffy, pink toilet-cover seat, and as I held my finger out in 
front of me to stop the awful throbbing, and as I tasted the metallic burning of 
a two-hours-ago cigarette behind my teeth, I thought of confirmation class, 
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and of junior high. 
Did you know, Boone, that I was fat in junior high? Not fat, so much, as 
chunky. You know-stocky-rolls of baby fat. Not so very ugly, but not so 
cute anymore, either. Well, in seventh grade we had this teacher, Mrs. Cordell, 
and she was fat, too. Not chunky, like me, but fat. Sloppy, polyester fat, with 
these little macrame necklaces with tiny interwoven brown beads, and this 
dopey orange macrame plant holder that always hung up limp and dull in front 
of the room and never held any plants. And why, Boone, why would you go 
to the bother of hanging up an orange macrame plant holder if you' re never 
gonna put a goddamn plant into it? But if I could answer that, then maybe I 
could tell you why I'm saying, "Choosy moms choose Jif," instead of all that 
stuff about green pastures. 
Anyway, so Mrs. Cordell was fat, and she just hated to walk all the way 
down to the playground lockbox, which was located thirty or so feet downhill 
from the back door of the school. Not that the downhill part was such a strug-
gle, but of course, once you're at the bottom, down suddenly becomes up. And 
the playground lockbox was this enormous painted green metal monstrosity, 
and the lid had to weigh about fifty pounds or something. So at recess Mrs. 
Cordell was supposed to trek down, unlock this thing, heft the lid open, dis-
tribute balls, bats, and gloves, and then backtrack the whole process a half-
hour later. Well, Jesus, she just about blew a gasket every time she opened the 
goddamn thing. So you can see why this little recess ritual did not appeal to 
her. 
So, the year I was in seventh grade, Mrs. Cordell hit on this brilliant 
plan-she would combine show and tell with recess. That way all the kids 
would bring their own toys, and Mrs. Cordell wouldn't have to lug herself up 
and down the hill four times a day. And the idea was that each kid would bring 
a different thing-balls and bats and whatever the hell else kids are supposed 
to play with at recess. 
But because this was seventh grade, the popular kids designated themselves 
as the show and tell recess idea-come-up-with-ers. And if you are one of the 
unpopular kids-as I was, because, tell me, Boone, when in history has a 
chunky girl ever been a popular seventh-grader-well then, you do whatever 
the popular kids say. 
Now, Kris Karr, she was popular, and she was the seventh-grade Jump-
Rope Kid. So Kris would bring her jump rope every day, and she would look 
so lithe, so pretty and cool, and the epitome of seventh grade, jumping there 
in her Osh Kosh B 'gosh overalls and her braids and her blue windbreaker, that 
pretty soon all the other popular kids started bringing their jump ropes. And 
all those lucky, jump-roping kids would spend their recess glancing over their 
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shoulders to see if they could do Double Dutch every bit as well as Kris Karr. 
By this time, every day between 10:30 to 11:00 A.M. and 1 :30 to 2:00 P.M. 
the playground became this jump-rope-flashing forest, and all you could hear 
was the thwack-skip, skip-thwack of dozens of perfectly twirled jump ropes 
smacking blacktop and spinning in arcs against blue, playground sky. 
And I, Boone, I lusted after such a jump rope. I lusted for that rope with 
the unadulterated passion of a first-time obsession. I envisioned my perfect 
jump rope before I fell asleep at night-white, pristine white, made of the 
finest rope (silky-smooth, almost shiny) and through this pristine whiteness 
would be threads of blue and red, and at the ends-and this was the best part-
at the ends, two perfectly molded, red plastic handles would cap off the rope. 
And I could see myself holding them firmly, and then, by some magical law 
of pre-adolescent physics, the handles would remain stationary as the rope 
inside them twirled and twisted and rolled. 
They had such a jump rope at the Kaybee Toy Store in Springfield. But 
Springfield was an hour drive away, and Mom was tired on weekends, and it 
was too hard to drive a two-hour round-trip for one measly jump rope-even 
if it did hold the key to unlock my seventh-grade happiness. But one morning, 
as I was lethargically pulling on my Toughskins (dorky) and my ILLINOIS! 
T-shirt (dorkier), my mom popped her head into my bedroom, smelling light-
ly flowery and hairsprayed, and looking beautiful with curled blond hair and 
a silky blue scarf tied around her neck. (It was those mornings that made me 
pray, tightly, with squeezed eyes and balled fists, that one day I would shed 
my portly exterior and emerge as a miniature version of my mother.) 
But anyway, that morning she came in, and she was so beautiful with lip-
stick and flowery smell, and she smiled her special surprise smile and said, 
"Guess what? Today I have a meeting up in Springfield. So I thought after-
ward maybe I'd stop by the mall and get you that jump rope." 
And my baby heart leaped, and I hugged my mom, and she smiled back at 
me in a curvy, happy way that made me think that surely one day I would wear 
blue silk scarves, too. 
That day at recess, the skip-thwack of ropes sounded like laughter, and my 
heart soared in arced circles every time I saw the gleam of silky rope catch a 
glint of sun. I even smiled at Kris Karr in her red shorts, and I fancied that she 
smiled back, ready to include me in her Jump-Rope-Kid world. 
And I skipped home, ran the mile from the bus stop (which was quite a feat 
for chunky me), and although I always got home hours before Mom, I sat bolt 
upright in the chair by the kitchen door, flinching every time I heard the slight-
est noise, which might have meant that Mom's car was crunching up the drive-
way. 
Finally it did, and sure enough there was a red-and-blue Kaybee Toy Store 
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bag clutched in her hand along with her briefcase and her sunglasses. And 
although she was a little wilted, and her blond curls now lay flat across her 
shoulders, and she wasn't quite so flowery, she still seemed perfectly, 
absolutely beautiful. 
She handed that bag over to me with this perfect, sweet smile. And eager, 
I grabbed to rip it open, but not so fast that I didn't see the look in her eyes-
this proud, pleased, soft-with-love look. But I ripped open the bag and peered 
anxiously inside. And, goddamnit, it wasn't a jump rope after all. It was this 
long box with a big plastic lemon, and this long black coil inside. And the box, 
in bright, happy letters proclaimed LEMON SHAKE-UP! And I gaped blankly 
down at it, because every Jump-Rope Kid knows that Lemon Shake-Ups are 
only for losers. That to twist the black coil around one ankle and jump over 
the rattling lemon with the other requires about as much skill as picking your 
nose. That the grace and skill resplendent in jump-roping are nothing but flat-
ulent hops when you're jumping a Lemon Shake-Up. 
And, Boone, when I think of the look on Mom's face, right in that 
moment-how it flash-bulb-popped from proud to confused to sticky-sweet 
disappointment, well, I cringe somewhere so deep inside that somehow that 
cringe becomes part of me. And do you know what she said to me then-right 
then, when I threw the box as hard as I could against the wall, where it 
smacked, plastic snapping and warping against the refrigerator door? 
She said, "It's a Lemon Shake-Up, honey ... ," and her eyes pleaded with 
me to love it. And do you know how I responded to that? To my mother, my 
sweet, always-trying mother, who only ever did things to make me love her 
more. Who took an extra hour that day to drive across town to the mall (which 
she hated). Who pawed her way through stacks of toys and kids and sour 
salesgirls to look for a jump rope. And who, instead of buying said jump rope, 
saw instead the Lemon Shake-Up, and thought, smiling, proud, that she would 
get me that instead. Because a jump rope was boring, plain, but a Lemon 
Shake-Up, well, that would really be something. 
What I said to her, my mother, was, "You never do anything right! 
NEVER!" And she crumpled. Everything about her fell. Her curls, her scarf, 
her smart, packed-up-tight briefcase, and worse, her beautiful, tiny-lined face. 
She stood in the middle of her own kitchen floor in her business clothes and 
her high heels and her barely flowery smell, and she suddenly looked lost. 
And I thought of other times, like the day after Dad left, when I found her 
passed out on the same kitchen floor, the upstairs medicine cabinet mysteri-
ously ravaged, multi-colored pills littering sink and tile and rug. Or the time 
she disappeared, just disappeared, for a whole weekend, and I sat there, curled 
up in the chair in the kitchen corner, clutching my blankie and watching hour 
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after hour of flickering TV. I thought of all that, standing there, clutching the 
Lemon Shake-Up. And I hated her. 
I stomped upstairs to my bedroom, the crash of door into frame satisfying, 
hoping with all of my selfish little thirteen-year-old body that the slam of the 
door was just as smart as a slap in my mother's face. 
Which, incidentally, it was. And not too much later, but later enough so 
that my temper tantrum had sunk into childish regret, and later enough so that 
my face flushed with embarrassment in longing to take it back, I heard the 
door to my mom's bedroom across the hall click carefully shut, and then I 
heard the soft, shallow breathing of my mother crying-which, after my years 
of experience, I could recognize from more than a hundred yards away. 
And although my desire for the Lemon Shake-Up had in no way 
increased, and the thought of it lying on the kitchen floor still seared my heart, 
I padded downstairs and picked up the box, and I don't know-if I could have 
squeezed it and made it disappear, I would have. If by clutching it so tightly 
to my chest I could have reversed time, reversed it back to the kitchen door, 
and redone my reaction; smile and clap and laugh and do whatever I would 
have done if the Lemon Shake-Up had been a jump rope-God knows I would 
have. 
But you can't redo anything in life, Boone, only in the movies. And when 
I clutched that box, nothing changed. The hollow click of the clock didn't 
stop, the wooden hands didn't rotate backwards, and upstairs the soft, quick 
breathing didn't slow. So I took the box upstairs, and I tapped on Mom's door, 
and slowly, desperately, I pushed my way inside to the semidarkness where 
Mom was fetal-curled on her bed-still in her hose and her fancy skirt and the 
blue silk scarf lying like two fat fingers across the pillow. 
"Mom ... ," I whispered, climbing up next to her, "I'm sorry, Mom, I love 
it. I love it. I really do." 
And she smiled up at me, her eyes glimmering, and she looked-Christ-
she looked relieved. 
"Do you really, honey?" she said, a tiny, scared smile quivering the edges 
of her lips. 
"Yeah, Mom," I lied, putting my head down close, and snuggling in, "I 
really do." 
And she scratched my back as I clutched the Lemon Shake-Up there in her 
bed, and I don't know, we must've stayed like that all night, because when I 
woke up in the morning, she stepped out of the bathroom all curly and flow-
ery again, and I was still there in her bed, holding the yellow box. And I knew, 
then, that morning, even though I was only thirteen, and she was thirty-three, 
I knew that I was responsible for her. 
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And I knew that even though I hated the Lemon Shake-Up with every 
fiber of my being, I would never tell her. And I wanted to love it, Boone, I did. 
I wanted to take it to school, and wrap the black, rubbery loop around my 
ankle, and twirl the plastic lemon with its fake, yellow, shaking seeds inside, 
and jump over it as it went round and round, smacking against the ground. I 
wanted to take it to school, to the playground, and jump on my own while the 
other kids smiled and twirled and jump-roped together. But I just couldn't. I 
wasn't brave enough. 
So instead I took the box with me to the bus stop and waved to my mother, 
who smiled back in her rearview mirror, happy, until all I could see were puffs 
of gray smoke from her tailpipe. And then I shoved the Lemon Shake-Up, box 
and all, into a stiff stand of prairie grass which had wrapped itself in a huge 
clump around our mailbox. And then I went to school, and started using recess 
time to read books in the small, dusty school library. 
And all the while, all that long spring and into the start of next fall, I did 
that, until the box had long since disintegrated from wet weather and the 
Lemon Shake-Up, wrapped carefully in a grocery bag, showed patches of 
plain white plastic showing through blotchy gaps in the yellow. 
And do you know what apparently is funny, Boone? My mom knew the 
whole time. I guess she found that fucking Lemon Shake-Up nestled in that 
stand of grass about a week or two after she gave it to me. She passed that bag 
lying there in the grass every day for half a year. And she never said a word. 
I never would have known about it all, but when I moved to L.A., my brother 
Doug found the Lemon Shake-Up, stuck way back in the attic, and he laughed 
and told me the whole story. And I never knew anyone would find it so funny. 
Because, if you really think about it, it's not funny at all. 
And this, Boone, this is what I was thinking about, last night at two in the 
morning, when I was buck naked sitting on my fluffy pink toilet-seat cover 
and trying to decide if the razor in my Daisy Gillette shaver would be sharp 
enough to do the trick. And all the pain and humiliation and frustration of my 
three years in Los Angeles, and my failed acting career, and my seven intense 
months with Jack piled up on top of each other, until they formed this huge, 
buzzing mountain inside my head. And this time the dapper Game-Show 
Jackass had disappeared, and so had the applause sign, and this time there was 
nothing in there but dark and loneliness and my giant mountain of regret. 
And it occurred to me that really, I didn't have to take it. There was no rea-
son for me to climb up that insane mountain. There was no reason for me to 
clean up the kitchen, or wash my uniform, or save money, or bug that new 
agency for an interview, or miss Jack so much I couldn't breathe right. And 
there was no reason to hide the goddamn Lemon Shake-Up. 
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Before Jack, long before Jack, I had thought about what it would be like 
to commit suicide. Now all I could think was what it would be like if I didn't. 
I stepped into the tub. I wanted to do it. I wanted to cut myself open, to see 
if all my insides looked just as bad as I felt. I wanted my whole body to throb 
and beat and burst just the way my finger did. I had this strange, crazy notion 
I would bleed green or blue or purple. Not red. There was no way all the ter-
rible, rumbling emotions inside me would produce anything as simple and 
boring as red. Inside, I figured, my body was a pool of water that had once 
been pure and clear, a sparkling, inviting, vast cleanliness. But it turned into 
murky ugliness long ago, sometime around the day I was too weak to take the 
goddamn Lemon Shake-Up to school for my mom. Now it was completely 
polluted from all my years of selfishness and ugliness and denial. And the top 
of all that murky water, glimmery and rainbow-colored like an oil slick, was 
the only thing I had left of Jack. I didn't think of all the goodness and the 
singing and the way he pulled me so tight against him, like he was afraid I 
might disappear if he let go. I couldn't think of all that. I needed to be numb. 
Numb enough to get the job done. I could almost visualize the razor piercing 
my skin, spraying a thick, viscous jetty of black liquid all over the bathroom 
walls and floors. 
But then, Boone, right in the dark candlelit moment of craziness, I remem-
bered that look on my mom's face. You know, that look she gave me the sec-
ond I saw the Lemon Shake-Up instead of the jump rope. That hopeful, 
crushed, pleading look. And it's silly, you know, that something like that, 
something so small, so insignificant with the passing of time, something that 
once hurt with searing pain but is now an anecdote to laugh at over Thanks-
giving dinner-it's silly that something like that would be what stopped me. 
But it did. And so I didn't slit my wrists after all, and so you get this let-
ter, and so my mom never has to think of me again and wish with all her might 
that I would have stopped just one ... more ... second before I turned every-
thing sour. And so instead of watching myself swirl in bright colors down the 
drain, I put on my robe and made a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. And 
with great sadness, and great despair, I sat in front of my television until the 
first shoots of sunlight speared the sky-until I was so tired that not even mis-
ery could keep me awake any longer. See, Boone, I told you it wasn ' t funny. 
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